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Higher education in the United States has experienced a revolution over the past
half-century, with more students of color and low-income students attending college than ever
before. This compositional change has emerged in parallel with an exponential expansion of the
higher education sector, both in its size and variety. As a result, racially-diverse and less-resourced
students attending public and for-profit commuter colleges, rather than white, high-resource
students attending private residential colleges, comprise today’s “new majority” of college
enrollees. Yet despite new majority students’ increase in college attendance, many such students
arrive at college underprepared to succeed and the colleges they attend are ill-prepared to receive
them. This dissertation investigates the tensions produced by the expansion and diversification of
the higher education sector in the United States, analyzing how organizational characteristics and
practices, shaped by institutional and cultural arrangements (e.g. normative accountability and
race- or class-based discrimination), impact inequality in individual outcomes by race and
socioeconomic status.
The empirical context for this work is a large, urban, public university system that I refer to
as, “Metropolitan University,” which includes 11 baccalaureate-granting colleges that share many
structural and compositional similarities with the colleges attended by the majority of enrollees in
the United States. Using a combination of longitudinal administrative records, longitudinal
interview data, and information from the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System
(IPEDS), together with core insights from the literatures in stratification, organizations, and the
sociology of culture, this dissertation shows that higher education organizations independently
play an appreciable role in producing inequality in students’ bachelor’s degree (BA) completion
outcomes. I arrive at this core finding through three papers that draw on distinct data sources,
analytical strategies, and theoretical lenses to evaluate BA completion outcomes in the
Metropolitan University context.
In the first paper, I argue that the rise of accountability standards in higher education
unintentionally has obscured the role of colleges and universities in producing unequal student
outcomes. Using longitudinal administrative data and fixed-effects estimation strategies, I show
that statistical measures that isolate the independent effects of colleges on student outcomes often
yield very different understandings of effectiveness than measures required by federal agencies or
produced by the popular press. Once I employ more appropriate statistical strategies, I find
unexpected variation in college effects across the university system as well as heterogeneous effects
given students’ racial background, family income, and transfer-in status. In the second paper, I
show that academic factors such as students’ success in passing initial “gateway” coursework and
the field of study trajectories colleges shape correlate strongly with college effectiveness and
provide an initial explanation of differences in college performance. Yet longitudinal interview
data collected at three colleges within the system during one academic year, allow me to identify
other explanatory mechanisms. Specifically, in the third paper, I examine interactions between
students’ belief systems concerning the meaning and value of higher education, the symbolic
boundaries they create to separate themselves from dropouts, and their socio-academic
experiences during the first year of college. Belief-boundary interactions contribute to students’
discrepant outcomes, though not as powerfully as students’ field of study pathways and the
support they receive from college advisors. Together, these three papers work to connect micro-,
meso-, and macro- levels of analysis, illustrating the extent of individual and group-based
inequality in higher education while also acknowledging and interrogating the organizational and
institutional structures that produce it.
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Introduction: Inequality in American Higher Education and the
“New Majority” Student
Higher education in the United States has experienced a revolution over the past half-century, as
colleges have enrolled more students of color and lower-income students than ever before. In fact,
college attendance rates have grown more for these groups than for white or higher-income
students. Whereas the proportion of black 18-to 24-year-olds enrolled in college has climbed by 46
percent since 1975, and the proportion of Hispanic students has grown by 43 percent, the
proportion of white students has increased by 36 percent (Snyder et al. 2018: Table 302.6).
Accordingly, the attendance gap between black and Hispanic versus white students also has fallen
from 7 to 3.5 percentage points. The difference in attendance growth rates between lower- and
higher-income students is even more striking: among lower-income students, college attendance
immediately following high school has leaped by 56 percent since 1975 as compared with 22
percent for higher-income students, closing more than half of the gap in immediate enrollment
(Snyder et al. 2018: Table 302.3). These dramatic shifts have emerged in parallel with an
exponential expansion of the higher education sector, both in its size and variety. As a result,
racially-diverse and less-resourced students attending public and for-profit commuter colleges,
rather than white, higher-resourced students attending private residential colleges, comprise
today’s “new majority” of college enrollees (Deil-Amen 2015).
However, this expansion of educational opportunity has not yet equalized outcomes between
traditionally underrepresented minority and lower-income (or, “underrepresented”) students and
their white and higher-income peers. Substantial gaps in average BA completion rates remain, in
the order of 15 to 20 percentage points (Ginder et al. 2018). These gaps subsequently contribute
to racial and income-based discrepancies in graduate school attendance (Posselt and Grodsky
2017) and the achievement of high-paying jobs (Kim and Tamborini 2019), as well as in the
acquisition of cultural skills and know-how valued by wide-ranging social institutions – including
education and the labor market (Bourdieu 1984; Collins 1979). In this way, the progress towards
greater racial and income-based equality in higher education enrollment has not diminished severe
stratification of educational and broader life outcomes between underrepresented and
non-underrepresented groups.
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Given the vast array of advantages to which BA completion is linked, including higher
wages, better health, and greater family stability than experienced by those without a BA (Hout
2012), scholars have examined racial and economic gaps in college degree outcomes extensively.
This wide-ranging literature has arrived at valuable conclusions, especially in regards to the set of
individual factors and institutional conditions that contribute to inequality in higher education
outcomes. For example, compared with non-underrepresented students, scholars have found that
underrepresented students on average receive less extensive academic preparation and guidance
along the path to college (Hoxby and Avery 2013; Roderick et al. 2011), enroll in less selective and
less resourced colleges (Belasco and Trivette 2015; Bowen et al. 2009), and choose major fields of
study with lower long-term earnings trajectories (Goyette and Mullen 2006). Scholars also have
argued that changes have occurred in the purpose of American education alongside the evolution
of neoliberal economics, with education today viewed and treated as a private rather than a public
good (Hochschild and Scovronick 2004; Labaree 1997). This shift has heightened the importance
of equality in educational opportunities rather than in educational outcomes, tending to advantage
those with the economic and cultural means to develop and demonstrate their academic and
personal skills to educational gatekeepers. This shift also has emerged in conjunction with changes
in both federal financial aid policies and in state and federal funding for public higher education,
both of which typically have increased financial pressure on underrepresented students more so
than on non-underrepresented students (Mumper 2003).
Though these rich findings make serious and substantial contributions towards
understanding and addressing inequality in higher education outcomes, they typically convey
relatively little about the agentic role of colleges and universities in producing that inequality.
Arguably, colleges and universities are organizational contexts that both reflect existing,
institutionalized, cultural norms and that impose a series of structural constraints on student
experiences and outcomes. Yet the literature until quite recently has treated colleges and
universities as a “black box,” emphasizing entry and exit points without examining the complex
and dynamic ecosystems in which students’ higher education trajectories unfold (Stevens et al.
2008). Several related factors underlie this trend, including findings from elementary and
secondary education suggesting that schools contribute less to student outcomes than do
individual characteristics (Coleman et al. 1966), the tendency of higher education scholars to focus
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on selectivity, which is typically equated with “college quality,” above other college characteristics
(Bowen et al. 2009), and limited, high-quality organizational data at the college and university
level (Arum and Roksa 2016). Yet, as I argue in this dissertation, it is the interactions between
institutional culture, organizational structure, and student agency that ultimately produce the
inequality we observe in higher education today.
A More “Intellectually Coherent” Sociology of Higher Education
The emphasis on interactions between social domains and levels of analysis developed throughout
this work is an extension of recent evolutions in the sociological study of higher education. Just
over a decade ago, Stevens, Armstrong, and Arum levied a call that scholars should develop a
more “intellectually coherent sociology” in relation to higher education (Stevens et al. 2008: p.
128). Stevens and colleagues used this phrase to suggest that sociological scholarship on higher
education was scattered across the discipline in isolated pockets, limiting its analytical depth and
its capacity to produce an integrated intellectual foundation for future work. These scholars also
argued that the sociological study of higher education lacked theoretical grounding in areas
beyond stratification and inequality, urging scholars to incorporate insights from the sociology of
knowledge, culture, organizations, and politics. Though some of this argument appears overstated
– as just two examples, Bourdieu and Passeron (1979) quite famously examined the French
university system through a cultural lens while Meyer (1977) developed some of the key tenets of
new institutionalism using the context of higher education – Stevens and co-authors’ point about
insufficient integration of theory and discourse across sociological sub-fields was well taken. In
response, scholars focused on higher education increasingly have taken up the charge of
incorporating perspectives and ideas drawn from a wider array of sub-disciplines than
stratification and inequality, alone, combining these lenses quite creatively to evaluate the roles
and impacts of American higher education on students and on society (e.g. Armstrong and
Hamilton 2013; Binder and Wood 2013; Kirst and Stevens 2015).
Yet, as I believe Stevens and colleagues (2008) would agree, there is work left to do. The
three papers in this dissertation contribute to this ongoing work, conveying the wide variety of
ideas and insights that emerge when multiple theoretical approaches are employed to make sense
of higher education data. These papers also advance sociological scholarship on higher education
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by drawing on an approach developed in relation to the study of neighborhoods, which Sampson
(2012) calls, “contextual causality.” Contextual causality represents both a theoretical and
analytical perspective, grounded in the basic conviction that social phenomena are too
complicated and multifaceted to understand by using any single methodology or theoretical
perspective. Instead, in Sampson’s view, the job of the researcher is to use multiple, appropriate
methods to examine social processes "in the round," so that the numerous causal streams
combining to produce a given social phenomenon are acknowledged and analyzed as
comprehensively as possible. While this ethos resonates closely with others expressing support for
mixed methods (see Small 2011 for a review), the most important element of Sampson’s
description is an openness to iteration: the ability to sift through multiple data sources to arrive
systematically at an account that matches the lived reality of the focal population as accurately as
possible. Using this iterative, integrated approach, the dissertation papers together address one,
core question: how do public colleges and universities in the United States shape inequality in
students’ experiences and outcomes?
Context of the Study: Metropolitan University
I answer this question by focusing on a large, urban, public university system that I call
“Metropolitan University,” or “MetroU.”1 MetroU is comprised of four-year, comprehensive, and
two-year colleges. Though the colleges maintain decentralized administrative structures, distinct
histories and reputations, and disparate student bodies, they ultimately are affected by a similar
array of institutionalized opportunities and constraints – especially because they are part of the
same university system. In addition, among the four-year and comprehensive colleges, none is
rated in the “most competitive” or “highly competitive” categories according to Barron’s
Selectivity Index, instead ranging from “competitive” to “noncompetitive” in their admissions
standards for first-time freshmen.2 Notably, a large proportion of the students attending any given
MetroU four-year or comprehensive college represents two-to-four-year transfer students, who
typically are admitted according to much more inclusive criteria than first-time freshmen. As a
1I use pseudonyms throughout this work due to the terms of the data contract with the university system.
2Of the eleven senior and comprehensive colleges, one possesses a Barron’s Selectivity Index rating of 3, five possess
a rating of 4, one possesses a rating of 5, and four possess a selectivity rating of 6, where lower ratings correspond
with lesser selectivity. I consider the impacts of these ratings on the calculation of college effectiveness in Section ??.
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result, the MetroU colleges are more consistently “less selective” than their respective selectivity
ratings convey.
Beyond its size – the university system serves over 275,000 students at any given time –
MetroU is an ideal research context because its colleges resemble those attended by the majority
of four-year college-goers: they are public (61 percent of all U.S. students attending four-year
colleges are enrolled such institutions), mainly commuter in orientation (50 percent), have less
selective admissions policies (68 percent), and a completion rate of between 55 and 65 percent
within six years of college entry (the national rate is 59 percent) (Indiana University Center for
Postsecondary Research n.d.; Snyder et al. 2018: Table 326.1 ). The MetroU system also serves a
large proportion of underrepresented minority (55 percent) and low-income (60 percent) students,
as well as students who are the first in their family to attend college (40 percent), making it
possible to quantify and interrogate racial and income-based gaps in BA completion outcomes in
some depth. Accordingly, although the findings from this dissertation are distinct to the MetroU
context, they also aim to provide a foundation for future work invested in understanding and
addressing racial and income-based gaps in the opportunities and outcomes of students attending
large, urban, public colleges, in particular.
Empirical and Theoretical Contributions
Together, the three papers in this dissertation illustrate that a powerful combination of
institutional norms, organizational practices, and cultural beliefs explain inequality in students’
experiences and outcomes in the MetroU system. In the first paper, I argue that the rise of
accountability standards has led public colleges to exist as, “superficially coupled systems,” where
the organizational bureaucracy closely inspects certain outputs (e.g. average graduation rates),
but where the measures used to quantify those outputs provide little information about college
effectiveness. I provide empirical justification for this argument by calculating between- and
within-college effects on BA completion for 11 colleges in the MetroU system. To do so, I use
longitudinal administrative data from the MetroU system and fixed effects models that incorporate
two strategies for addressing self-selection, the “within-matched-applicant” approach and the
entropy balancing approach. I find that colleges that appear quite successful by virtue of their
publicized graduation rates actually have small, or even negative, effects on student outcomes, as
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well as heterogeneous effects by students’ racial background, family income, and transfer-in status.
I conclude that although colleges closely oversee the production of graduation rates, these rates
often are superficial, inaccurate, and potentially misleading indictors of college performance. The
proliferation of these measures as the primary metric of “accountability” ironically obscures the
role of higher education organizations in producing inequality in student outcomes, thereby
diminishing regulatory or public pressure to identify and address that inequality.
In the second paper, I use the same administrative data, together with data from the
Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS) to analyze the structure of correlations
between college effects and 46 organizational characteristics derived from the existing literature on
school and college performance as an initial step towards explaining the effects I find in the first
paper. These 46 characteristics represent the structural, compositional, and curricular dimensions
of college impact. Because the MetroU systems contains only 11 baccalaureate-granting colleges,
limiting the degrees of freedom available for regression analysis, I cannot form causal connections
between the organizational characteristics I define and college effectiveness. Yet this limitation
also has a large theoretical advantage, redirecting my analytical efforts towards a logic of “thick
description” that emphasizes relationships not only between the dependent variable and
independent variables, but also among the independent variables, themselves. Employing this
micro-level thinking using large-scale data typically employed in macro analysis allows me to
illustrate the landscape of college (in)effectiveness in the MetroU system in a detailed, granular
manner. In doing so, I find that the racial composition and distribution of pre-college academic
achievement in each college are core explanations for differences in BA effectiveness. That said, a
variety of more malleable college attributes, including expenditures on student support and
trajectories through science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) majors, also are
closely related to BA effectiveness, often in ways unanticipated given the existing literature. By
identifying the correlates of effectiveness both for the overall average student and for the average
underrepresented minority or low-income student, this paper develops core insights into potential
policy levers for improved organizational performance.
Understanding that the structural, compositional, and curricular dimensions of higher
education organizations do not explain all variation in college effectiveness, I turn to the social
and cultural aspects of the student experience in my third paper. Here, I use data from over 180
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interviews I conducted in three MetroU colleges over the course of the 2015-2016 academic year,
together with administrative data linked with all participating students, to investigate the
interactions between students’ beliefs concerning the meaning and value of college, the strength of
the “symbolic boundaries”3 they draw to distinguish themselves from college dropouts, and the
experiences they encounter in their particular college contexts. I find that students initially
possess three main approaches to boundary making, moral, pragmatic, and empathetic, which
correspond to three types of college beliefs, transformative, practical, and skeptical. I then show
that moral/transformative and pragmatic/practical boundary-belief pairings can increase
students’ commitment to persistence, suggesting that belief-boundary pairings serve as an
important and understudied dimension of within-college variation in students’ trajectories and
outcomes. However, structural obstacles produced at the college level, especially in the areas of
advising/mentorship and major field of study, can weaken students’ symbolic boundaries and the
strength of their belief in the value of a BA, derailing persistence in the process. In arriving at
these findings, this paper also tackles the broader issue of uniting structural and cultural
approaches to study higher education.
A Note on Generalizability
Though the findings produced using the specific combination of theory and data that I have
described are not generalizable beyond MetroU, the epistemological and methodological approach
I have developed to arrive at the findings might transplant quite productively to other higher
education contexts. Such an approach emphasizes the unique conditions of a particular
organization, or set of organizations, while also contextualizing this uniqueness in the vast web of
existing theoretical perspectives and empirical findings that make new insights possible, as is the
case with Sampson’s (2012) contextual causality. Iteration between data sources, methodologies,
and theoretical lenses is constitutive to this approach: so, for example, I rely on the MetroU
administrative data to provide compelling evidence concerning college effectiveness in regards to
BA completion, but then incorporate insights from my interview-based research (along with the
existing literature) to guide hypotheses concerning which structural, compositional, and curricular
3By “symbolic boundaries,” I refer to the subtle, conceptual distinctions that are drawn between objects, people,
and practices that reflect a hierarchy of moral worth (Lamont and Molnár 2002; Small et al. 2010).
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factors may produce the differences observed using the administrative data. I subsequently test
these hypotheses by referring back to the administrative data, while also pursuing a variety of
additional, non-academic explanations in conjunction with the interview data – and so on, and so
forth. By connecting micro-, meso-, and macro- levels of analysis, this dissertation shines light on
the dynamics of individual and group-based inequality in higher education, while also
acknowledging and interrogating the organizational and institutional structures that produce it.
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1 Superficially Coupled Systems: The Organizational Production
of Inequality in Higher Education
Abstract
The rise of accountability standards has pressed higher education organizations to oversee
the production and publication of data on student outcomes more closely than in the past.
However, the most common measure of student outcomes, average bachelor’s degree
completion rates, potentially provides little information about the direct impacts of colleges
and universities on student success. Extending scholarship in the new institutionalist
tradition, I hypothesize that higher education organizations today exist as, “superficially
coupled systems,” where colleges closely oversee their technical outputs but where those
technical outputs provide limited insight into the direct role of colleges and universities in
producing them. I test this hypothesis using administrative data from the largest, public,
urban university system in the United States together with fixed effects regression and entropy
balancing techniques, allowing me to isolate organizational effects. My results provide evidence
for superficial coupling, suggesting that inequality in college effectiveness exists both between
colleges and within colleges, given students’ racial background and family income. They also
indicate that institutionalized norms surrounding accountability have backfired, enabling
higher education organizations, and other bureaucratic organizations like them, to maintain
legitimacy without identifying and addressing inequality.
1.2 Introduction
Higher education is, and has been, the central cultural institution of the modern system. Over many
centuries, it links an ever-expanding set of specific activities, roles, and organizations to a universal and
unified cultural core. And it defines categories of certified persons as carrying these linkages and as
possessing both the relevant cultural core and the specific authority and capacity to carry out the roles.
~ Meyer et al. 2007
Higher education serves as a stratifying agent in American society (Roksa et al. 2007).
Though no longer exclusively the terrain of the country’s elite, baccalaureate-granting colleges and
universities continue to act as powerful gatekeepers. One of their primary functions is to sort
entrants into the categories of “bachelor’s degree (BA) recipients” and “dropouts” (Meyer 1977;
Stevens et al. 2008). The stakes of this sorting process are undeniable: on average, BA recipients
earn higher wages, accrue better health, and enjoy greater family stability than non-recipients
(Hout 2012). As Meyer and colleagues (2007) suggest, BA recipients also reap more symbolic
rewards, achieving enhanced social status, heightened authority, and recognition as the legitimate
(or “certified”) carriers of a society’s dominant culture (Bourdieu 1984; Bourdieu and Passeron
1979). This broad array of benefits, together with the widespread, American belief in the link
between individual merit, higher education, and upward social mobility (Grubb and Lazerson
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2004; Hochschild and Scovronick 2004; Labaree 1997), have heralded an era where both policy
makers and members of the general public have called for, “college for all” (Carnevale 2008;
Obama 2009; Rosenbaum et al. 2017). Such calls persist despite abundant evidence that colleges
and universities in the United States post relatively low BA completion rates when compared with
those of peer countries: in the U.S., the average completion rate for full-time students within six
years of college entry is 59 percent, whereas it is 76 percent in Germany, 79 percent in Denmark,
and 85 percent in the United Kingdom (European Commission 2015, Table 4.3; Snyder et al. 2018,
Table 326.10). Among students who do not complete a degree, traditionally underrepresented
minority and lower-income students are vastly overrepresented (Bowen et al. 2009), injecting
further inequality into an already stratified system.
Appreciating this gap between the meritocratic promise of BA completion and the reality of
high and unequally distributed dropout rates, scholars have examined the form, function, and
outcomes of colleges and universities in great depth (e.g. Arum and Roksa 2011; Bowen et al.
2009; Charles et al. 2009). Yet these efforts also have proved unequally distributed. Rather than
examining the agentic role of colleges and universities in shaping observed student outcomes, most
scholars have paid greater attention to student-level trajectories into and through college (Stevens
et al. 2008).4 This omission is consequential for two main reasons. First, colleges and universities
are the distinct organizational units empowered to confer BAs, which, as discussed above, are one
of the most important gateways to enhanced social and economic status. This function of higher
education organizations is especially significant because BAs serve as a, “great equalizer,” in
American society: among those with terminal BAs, achieving the credential severs the otherwise
strong and enduring link between social class origin and social class outcome (Hout 1988; Torche
2011).5 Second, the rise in educational accountability practices in the United States has increased
4More recently, scholars have started to bring together stratification-based, institutional, and cultural approaches
to treat colleges and universities more holistically in their study of stratified student outcomes (Armstrong and
Hamilton 2013; Binder and Wood 2013; Stevens 2009, 2015; Stuber 2012). However, this small group of scholars
typically has drawn on case studies rather than large-scale data containing all students attending multiple colleges
or universities to explore the contribution of higher education organizations to stratified student outcomes.
5There are two caveats to this statement. First, Zhou (2019) recently has produced evidence suggesting that a
college degree does not heighten intergenerational income mobility among college graduates. However, the author
bases this conclusion on a data re-weighting strategy that randomly allocates college completion to enrollees, consti-
tuting a rather implausible assumption that brings the results into question. Second, Torche (2011) has demonstrated
the presence of a “U-shape” relationship between higher education and social origins. While the link between social
class origins and outcomes is weak among those with a terminal BA, it reappears as much strong among those who
go on to graduate education. The consequences of this pattern for stratification and inequality is an important and
emerging area of research (Posselt and Grodsky 2017).
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the visibility of colleges and universities as social actors with clear responsibilities towards the
students they serve (Kelchen 2018). One such responsibility is to ensure adequate “returns on
investment” in the form of degree completion; yet it is unclear to what extent publicized
graduation rates and other well-recognized measures, such as college rankings, are a function of
individual attributes and experiences prior to college entry or of the organizational practices of
specific colleges (Arum and Roksa 2016; Raudenbush and Bryk 1986; Meyer 1997). Considering
the centrality of colleges and universities to the broader American project of upward social
mobility, deeper theorization and measurement of organizational impacts are required.
In this paper, I provide an empirical account of whether and to what extent public,
baccalaureate-granting colleges independently affect students’ BA completion outcomes, once
pre-college student attributes and experiences are taken into account (hereafter, “college effects”).
I particularly investigate whether college effects differ for minority or low-income students as
compared with white or higher-income students, and whether the empirical isolation of
organizational effects leads to new information concerning college effectiveness. I do so using
high-quality administrative data from the four-year and comprehensive colleges that comprise the
largest, urban, public university system in the United States: a context particularly well suited to
the study of college effects for both practical and theoretical reasons. From a practical
perspective, administrative data provide information on the entire population of individuals within
a given organization, which is required for robust estimation of the aggregate effect of that
organization on individual outcomes. From a theoretical perspective, public colleges and
universities akin to those in my sample serve over 50 percent of the entire college-going population
(Indiana University Center for Postsecondary Research n.d.). They also are an important context
for traditionally underrepresented minority and low-income students, the groups typically of
greatest interest in studies of educational inequality and mobility.
I situate this empirical analysis in a broader evaluation of how colleges and universities, as
organizational actors, contribute to the process of stratification by race and income in
contemporary American society. Existing research has demonstrated that admissions practices are
one important lever through which colleges and universities shape the educational (and perhaps
occupational) careers of potential matriculants (Grodsky 2007; Karabel 2006; Karen 1990; Stevens
2009), and that these practices often implicate specific organizational values, priorities, and
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constraints. I build on these findings to argue that colleges and universities additionally stratify
students through the production of outcomes, and that these processes also are organizationally
determined, though less visibly so. This argument provides a more contemporary response to the
central question posed by Meyer and Rowan (1978:79) in their early, new institutionalist
examination of educational organizations: why are large-scale educational bureaucracies able to
leave organizational impacts on student outcomes “uncontrolled and uninspected”? Meyer and
Rowan answer this question by postulating that the central purpose of schools is not to produce
student outcomes, but rather to bestow ritual classifications upon curriculum, students, and
teachers. By perpetuating such classifications, Meyer and Rowan argue, educational organizations
gain public support, resources, and legitimacy. They also develop formally as “loosely coupled”
systems (March and Olsen 1976; Meyer and Rowan 1977; Weick 1976), where those at the top of
the organizational bureaucracy remain distant from technical work activities, and activities are
further disconnected from outputs. In short, because classifications rather than outputs (which
Meyer and Rowan deem instruction) provide educational organizations with legitimacy, little
oversight of outputs is required for organizational survival.
Yet the educational landscape has changed substantially since Meyer and Rowan (1977)
devised their well-known argument. Specifically, the rise in educational accountability practices
not only has increased the agency attributed to schools, but also has heightened public and
political scrutiny of their impacts on student outcomes. In the higher education sector, for
example, colleges and universities must report aggregated student outcome data to the U.S.
government in order to receive federal funding support, while many public higher education
organizations also must report outcomes to state legislatures to comply with “performance-based
funding” schemes (Gándara and Rutherford 2018; Hillman et al. 2018). These formal changes have
emerged alongside the rise of meritocracy as the primary, cultural logic structuring America’s
public school system, placing intensive demands on schools to ensure adequate intellectual and
social growth for every, individual student regardless of family background (Labaree 1997). Given
these circumstances, public educational organizations, in particular, must adjudicate today
between a greater array of institutionalized expectations about their purpose and conduct in order
to maintain their legitimacy. They also must operate in a more resource-constrained and
competitive environment given the diminishing state and federal funds available for education, the
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increased demand for high-quality education, and the rise in popular though simplistic measures of
organizational quality in addition to those imposed by federal and state governments, such as
college rankings (Espeland and Sauder 2007, 2016). As a result, education organizations have
begun to produce a substantial array of data to comply with legal and normative requirements
surrounding accountability and quality.
My findings, however, suggest that this uptick in data production and publication in fact
conveys very little accurate or comprehensive information concerning college effectiveness, whether
in an absolute sense or in relation to foundational educational goals such as equity. Specifically, I
find that substantial inconsistencies exist between the college effects I estimate and those measures
produced using publicly available data. Once I measure organizational effectiveness using
statistical strategies that account for student inputs and the college selection process, colleges that
appear quite successful by virtue of their average graduation rates (the measure most commonly
available to the public) actually appear to possess minimal, or even negative, effects on average
BA completion outcomes. The calculation of college effects by particular student groups further
complicates the picture of effectiveness, as a college might prove very effective for particular
groups (e.g. non-underrepresented or high-income students) and much less effective for others (e.g.
traditionally underrepresented minority or low-income students). However, because public colleges
produce the data required by state and/or federal law, as well as by popular media outlets such as
U.S. News & World Report, they are able to uphold the formal imperative of accountability
without explicitly demonstrating their impact on student success. This situation also implicates
scholars and policy-makers, as it inhibits the production of knowledge that might usefully inform
college- or system-level reforms.
In some respects, then, the governmental and public focus on accountability has backfired,
focusing the time and attention of higher education personnel on broad, general measures rather
than those capable of conveying college effectiveness. I hypothesize that this circumstance leads
higher education organizations, and other organizations with similar bureaucratic structures and
environmental constraints, to exist as, “superficially coupled systems.” I use this term to describe
organizations in which substantial bureaucratic oversight is directed towards the production of
specific outputs, but where those outputs in fact convey very little information about the
organization’s actual effectiveness. In the following, I show that the largely cosmetic indicators of
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college quality produced as a result of institutionalized norms surrounding “accountability,”
“meritocracy,” and “American individualism” both provide evidence for superficial coupling and
conceal important information regarding the direct role of colleges and universities in producing
unequal student outcomes.
1.3 The Contemporary Context of American Higher Education:
Accountability and Individualism
Since the 1980s, both public and private actors increasingly have demanded that educational
organizations be held accountable for students’ scholastic outcomes. At the elementary and
secondary levels, scholars have traced this growing emphasis on organizational accountability to
the release of the federal report, A Nation At Risk, in 1983, which suggested that America’s public
schools were failing (Hallett 2010; Mehta 2013). In the higher education sector, scholars have cited
a wider array of forces leading to the increased focus on accountability, including rising costs in
higher education, insufficient public funding to keep up with higher education expansion, concerns
about student learning, the globalization of the higher education sector, and heightened reliance
on (and trust in) quantitatively analyzed data (Huisman and Currie 2004; Kelchen 2018;
Kurlaender et al. 2016).
Yet rather than constituting a singular or discrete reform policy, educational accountability
instead has served as an all-encompassing, idealized logic of how schools can and should operate
(Hallett 2010). The logic of accountability in turn structures action at multiple levels, shaping
common understandings of organizational mission, identity, and priorities; spurring the creation of
various organizational sub-units to comply with federally-mandated, state-required and/or
publicly desired evidence of “college quality”; and guiding the standards used to measure faculty
and student success (Arum and Roksa 2016; Kelchen 2018; Zemsky 2010). It also leads to real
consequences for colleges and universities, since an inability to provide accountability data violates
both state and/or federal law as well as social norms surrounding transparency and equitable
access to information (Espeland and Sauder 2007, 2016; HEOA 2008). Due to its panoptic, deeply
consequential character, accountability might be considered an “institutional logic” (Friedland and
Alford 1991), or a, “socially constructed, historical [pattern] of material practices, assumptions,
values, beliefs, and rules” that both structures and reconstitutes social reality (Thornton and
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Ocasio 1999: 804). By upholding the institutional logic of accountability, educational
organizations maintain their public legitimacy.
But what, exactly, is required of higher education organizations to demonstrate compliance
with accountability standards? One set of practices is inscribed in federal law as part of the Higher
Education Act (HEA) of 1965 and its subsequent reauthorizations, which applies to all colleges
and universities that receive federal funding. The most recent HEA reauthorization, signed into
law in 2008, details a variety of reporting requirements, including admissions, enrollment, and
graduation rates disaggregated by gender, race/ethnicity, and Pell Grant receipt; cost of
attendance; and average financial aid received by students, among other information (HEOA 2008;
NCES 2018). All of these data are reported annually and stored in a publicly accessible, though
complex, database entitled the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS). The
National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) also uses this information to publish a vast array
of statistics annually, though this information is not attributed to individual colleges. In fact, the
2008 reauthorization of the HEA prohibits the federal collection of “unit records,” or identifiable
student-level data, ostensibly due to concerns over student privacy (Cowan and Kessler 2017;
Ewell 2010). The results of this policy are twofold: first, no federal information exists (and
therefore, none is publicized) tying college-level outcomes to individual cohorts of students; and
second, state governments instead are responsible for overseeing the collection and evaluation of
student-level record data. Results pertaining to college effectiveness therefore are produced
piecemeal, state by state, if at all (Cunha and Miller 2014; Kurlaender et al. 2016).
Beyond the information required by federal law, many states have adopted
performance-based funding (hereafter, “PF”) schemes that tie funding for public colleges and
universities to a variety of student- and organization-level outcomes. These schemes have emerged
as a response to waning state funding for higher education in addition to the broader logic of
accountability. While the precise outcomes and configurations of PF vary from state to state, all
include metrics for degree completion and many incorporate credit accumulation, year-over-year
retention, and research and service productivity (Li 2018; Shin 2010). Yet it is unclear to what
extent state legislators seek to isolate higher education organizations’ role in producing the
outcomes used to measure college and university performance, especially because a relatively small
number of states have begun to adjust performance metrics based on the student population
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served (Gándara and Rutherford 2018). Instead, more substantial evidence has mounted to
suggest that PF strategies in their current form are not producing the intended effect of raising
degree completion rates, despite the fact that 35 states have adopted PF schemes (Hillman et al.
2018). Instead, scholars have shown that some positive externalities (e.g. greater attention to data
utilization and new efforts to strengthen student support policies and practices) are more
common, though it remains unclear whether these shifts result in improved degree completion
rates (Dougherty et al. 2016a,b). In short, similar to federal data reporting requirements, current
formulations of state-level PF reporting do not appear to isolate the effects of higher education
organizations or to systematically improve student outcomes.
A third external source of pressure on higher education organizations to report student
outcome data comes from media outlets such as U.S. News & World Report, which compile and
publish college rankings.Though these rankings are based on extremely subjective indicators of
college quality (Espeland and Sauder 2007; Zemsky 2010), they are easily digestible and widely
available to the general public. The popularization of these rankings throughout the 1990s and
2000s has had sizable impacts on colleges and universities. As Espeland and Sauder (2007: 11)
have demonstrated in their study of law school rankings, for example, administrators keep these
rankings in mind when they, “define goals, assess progress, evaluate peers, admit students, recruit
faculty, distribute scholarships, conduct placement surveys, adopt new programs, and create
budgets.” The authors go on to describe the ways that rankings serve as “self-fulfilling prophesies”
in the Mertonian sense, or social constructions that shape behaviors that have the subsequent
impact of reinforcing those social constructions, and as forces of commensuration, or
transformations in cognition capable of shifting diverse qualities into more limited quantities that
share a common metric (see also Espeland and Sauder 2016). In other words, rankings both
directly impact organizational action and normalize quantification as central to their
responsibilities as accountable actors.
Yet despite this tremendous increase in the generation and publication of data, relatively
little data required by state governments or the federal government, or requested by news outlets
such as US News, actually isolates the role of higher education organizations in producing student
outcomes. Scholars have demonstrated that the measures calculated from both sources, as well as
from voluntary, “opt-in” databases such as the National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE),
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are largely cosmetic indicators of educational effectiveness (Kuh and Ikenberry 2009; Kurlaender
et al. 2016). In the case of federally required data, the ban on collecting student record data
means that most analysts cannot trace organizational impacts on student cohorts over time and
correspondingly cannot apply rigorous statistical methods for isolating an organizational effect
(Kelchen 2018; Meyer 1997; Raudenbush and Bryk 1986). In the case of data requested by news
outlets, the information required, such as average graduation rates, college reputation, faculty
resources, student selectivity, and alumni giving (Morse and Mason 2017), represents a rather
simplistic conceptualization of college quality. Similar to the federal data, these media data
typically are not based on specific student cohorts, leading to declarations of “college quality”
based on limited statistical evidence. Even recent analyses ranking colleges based on their
presumed contribution to upward social mobility do not directly isolate the college’s role in
producing that mobility (Chetty et al. 2017).6 In sum, though data apparently meant to
demonstrate organizational effectiveness abound, nearly all publicly available information cannot
and does not isolate the independent effect of colleges and universities on student outcomes, net of
the characteristics and experiences students bring with them to college as well as the college
selection process.
Contributing to this longstanding omission is the sharp shift in American culture towards
viewing education as a private good, used by individuals to compete for desirable social positions,
rather than as a public good used either to prepare students for active citizenship or to provide
skills required to maintain national economic growth (Brint and Clotfelter 2016; Labaree 1997).
The timing of this shift has paralleled that of the accountability movement, as the variety of social
circumstances leading to calls for heightened accountability (eg. rising educational costs, scarcer
federal funding, globalization) similarly have instigated a more individualistic conception of the
purpose and value of education. Labaree (1997; 2012) has chronicled this transition in great
depth, arguing that two important byproducts have resulted. The first is the reinforcement of
classical liberal politics, based on personal liberty, free markets, and individual choice. The second
is the rise of meritocracy as the guiding educational ideology, along with the accompanying
6In their paper on the subject, Chetty et al. (2017) calculate the college contribution to student mobility without
incorporating information on whether or not students have graduated a) at all or b) from the focal college. As a
result, it remains unclear to what extent students’ upward mobility may be attributed to their degree, their college,
or their individual characteristics.
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understanding the opportunity, yet not outcomes, must be equal. The centrality of individual
talent, effort, and compliance with institutional norms is notable in the shift towards
individualism, as students are constructed as responsible for pursuing progressively higher levels of
schooling to ensure upward social mobility – even if at the expense of other students. This
“zero-sum competition” (Labaree 1997: 56) requires that educational organizations present
themselves as able to, “organize the competition in a relatively fair and open manner.” So, as long
as the “competition” is perceived as fair, individual students (rather than the educational
organizations they attend) can and should be held accountable for their own outcomes.
In placing the cultural accounts of accountability and “American individualism” side by side,
a clear tension emerges. On one hand, colleges are asked to reveal their effectiveness in promoting
student success. On the other, students are assumed responsible for their own success, especially if
colleges are able to show that they offer meritocratic opportunities for students to succeed. This
mixed message raises the question of whether higher education organizations experience any threat
to their continued survival if they do not demonstrate their independent role in producing student
outcomes. It also begs the question of whether, even if colleges and universities were required by
legal or cultural imperatives to convey their effectiveness, analysts could draw upon appropriate,
standardized statistical measures to provide rigorous estimates of school effectiveness. I examine
these ideas below in the context of existing scholarly efforts to measure school effectiveness and to
understand the unique contribution of educational organizations to social stratification in the U.S.
1.4 Educational Organizations and Inequality
What independent role do educational organizations play in shaping unequal student outcomes?
Scholars have investigated this question at the elementary and secondary levels since the 1960s,
when Congress commissioned sociologist, James Coleman, to study the extent of inequality in the
country’s public school system. Investigating school resources and student outcomes across 4,000
schools, Coleman and his team arrived at numerous findings related to school segregation, the
influence of teachers and peers, and the geographic distribution of educational advantage and
disadvantage (Coleman et al. 1966). Yet one of the most cited findings pertains to the explanation
of variation in students’ test performance. At the point of Coleman’s study, differences between
schools accounted for only a very small proportion of the overall test score variation observed,
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once socioeconomic characteristics were controlled. In fact, certain school resources, such as
expenditures and facilities, appeared to matter relatively little (if at all) for students outcomes, a
finding that still stands today (Alexander and Morgan 2016; Morgan and Jung 2016). In part due
to this limitation, and in part because of the larger structural challenges and effects of school
segregation, Coleman et al. ultimately concluded that black and other minority students had little
opportunity to use schooling to “overcome deficiencies” produced by non-school factors (Coleman
et al. 1966: 21). So, though certain school characteristics, such as excellent teachers, appeared
particularly effective in raising (or lowering) the test performance of specific student groups,
schools on the whole were seen as having little effect on overall inequality between dominant and
non-dominant groups.
These findings have had far-reaching consequences for the subsequent study of schools
(Downey and Condron 2016), shifting sociological attention away from investigations of the
aggregate effects (or effectiveness) of schools and towards particular aspects of schools that may
contribute to unequal student outcomes, such as tracking practices (Gamoran and Mare 1989;
Lucas 2001; Oakes 1985), peer effects (Davies and Kandel 1981; Hallinan and Williams 1990;
Riegle-Crumb et al. 2006), and teacher effects (Crosnoe et al. 2004; Downey and Pribesh 2004;
Jennings and DiPrete 2010). The majority of studies that have focused on the quantification of
school effects since 1966 have emerged from the perspective of educational economics and/or
policy (e.g. Hanushek 1997; Heck 2000; Raudenbush and Willms 1995; Tekwe et al. 2004). These
studies tend to define and test various statistical methods for quantifying school effects instead of
applying these measures to study inequality or other substantive areas of interest. Recent
sociological scholarship (Jennings et al. 2015; Legewie and DiPrete 2012) has focused more
intensively on linking empirically rigorous calculations of school effects with inequality by race,
social class, and gender, finding that, contrary to Coleman et al.’s (1966) findings, schools do, in
fact, have direct impacts on performance gaps based on student background. However, these
accounts do not include higher education organizations, nor do they consider the broader
institutional contexts in which school effects are embedded.
Considering the relative dearth of scholarship connecting between-school effects with
inequality at the elementary and secondary levels, it is not surprising that few sociologists have
quantified these effects at the postsecondary level. Instead, as with the literature pertaining to
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elementary and secondary education, those studies that do focus on between-college effects emerge
from an educational economics and policy perspective (Cunha and Miller 2014; Goodman et al.
2015; Hoekstra 2009; Kurlaender et al. 2016; Liu 2011). Among these studies, Cunha and Miller
(2014) provide the most comprehensive assessment of how to measure college effects, adapting
Dale and Krueger’s (2002) analytical strategy for addressing non-random student assignment to
colleges (described in greater detail below) and applying it to quantify college impacts. Using this
approach, the authors find that the large discrepancies in average student graduation rates and
early wages produced by “flagship” universities and regional public colleges in Texas decrease in
size once pre-college student attributes and experiences are controlled. Yet some substantial
between-college differences still are present, such as the nearly 20 or more percentage point gap in
the BA completion rates found between Texas A&M and non-flagship campuses such as the
University of Houston downtown or Texas Southern University. In work focused on the two-year
college context, Kurlaender et al. (2016) arrive at a similar conclusion, finding notable differences
in the likelihood of associate’s degree completion across California’s public community colleges.
While Cunha and Miller (2014) and Kurlaender et al. (2016) do not distinguish between the size
of between- and within-college effects, nor do they delineate the effects they find by student race
or income, their findings still suggest that more variation in student outcomes may be explained
by between-college discrepancies than Coleman et al. (1966) found in the elementary and
secondary contexts.
Sociological examinations of higher education provide greater insight into possible
mechanisms driving these between-college differences, despite the lack of studies that quantify
aggregate college-level effects. The mechanism that most sociological accounts examine is college
quality. Building on research linking educational experiences with inequality, this literature
investigates whether increases in college quality, usually proxied by college admissions rates (or
“selectivity”), also elevate desirable student outcomes like BA completion once student background
characteristics are held constant (Gerber and Cheung 2008). The evidence on this point is rather
mixed, with some scholars finding that heightened college quality increases graduation rates
(Bowen et al. 2009) and others find limited or no effects (Cunha and Miller 2009; Heil et al. 2014).
Yet greater consensus exists around the advantages of high college quality for traditionally
underrepresented minority students (Alon 2015; Bowen and Bok 2000; Bowen et al. 2009; Brand
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and Halaby 2006; Fischer and Massey 2007; Kurlaender and Grodsky 2013; Small and Winship
2007), with scholars determining that selective colleges elevate black and Hispanic students’
graduation rates by 19 and 12 percent, respectively (Alon and Tienda 2005).
As recent work has noted, however, only a very small proportion of traditionally
underrepresented students attends such colleges, limiting their overall effectiveness in mitigating
educational gaps between traditionally advantaged and disadvantaged students (Ciocca Eller and
DiPrete 2018). Also problematic is the fact that these studies rarely explore between-college
distinctions other than college selectivity or within-college differences in student experiences to
explain differences in student outcomes by race or class. Some recent research has shed light on
the “black box” of college effects (Armstrong and Hamilton 2013; Arum and Roksa 2011; Binder
et al. 2016; Charles et al. 2009; Stevens et al. 2008; Stuber 2012), finding that organizational
practices distinctly divide student experiences by social class and racial background. Yet the
majority of these investigations offer small-scale examinations of a limited range of higher
education organizations and a small number of students rather than estimating organizational
impacts at the college population level. As such, the question of how differences between and
within colleges independently shape distinct student outcomes requires further empirical
investigation, especially when considering colleges of similar quality.
1.5 Institutional Explanations of the Structure and Function of Education
Organizations
While the stratification tradition provides invaluable theoretical and empirical tools to study the
relationship between education and inequality, it typically intervenes at the individual rather than
the organizational level of analysis. It also rarely situates either individual or organizational action
in the broader institutional context. For this reason, “new institutional” organization theory
provides an important complementary perspective. According to DiMaggio and Powell (1991:8),
who coined the term, “new institutionalism,” this theoretical approach, “comprises a rejection of
rational-actor models, an interest in institutions as an independent variable, a turn toward
cognitive and cultural explanations, and an interest in properties of supraindividual units of
analysis that cannot be reduced to aggregations or direct consequences of individuals’ attributes
or motives.” In this way, new institutional theory envisions a fluid relationship between the
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environment and organizations, as environmental forces implicitly structure the lens through
which individuals and organizations interpret reality and determine appropriate action. Both the
cognitive and cultural “turns” in sociological theory (e.g. Berger and Luckmann 1967; Bourdieu
1977; Collins 1988; Garfinkel 1967; Goffman 1967) also are palpable in this approach, with
neoinstitutional theorists emphasizing the taken-for-granted nature of practical reason, the
embodiment of social structure, and the embeddedness of organizations and individuals in socially
constructed scripts of acceptable behavior.
Largely because the structure and function of educational organizations contradicted
then-well-established principles of organizational analysis (H.D. Meyer and Rowan 2006), schools
and colleges provided early neoinstitutionalists with important empirical fodder (DiMaggio and
Powell 1983; Meyer 1977; Meyer and Rowan 1977, 1978; Meyer and Scott 1983; Scott and Meyer
1988). In the context of the present study, one of the most important theoretical perspectives
developed using schools as the focal case concerns organizational structure and survival. When it
was developed, this new institutionalist perspective presented an alternative to the then-prevalent
assumption that organizations survived due to tight coupling between top and bottom levels of
bureaucratic hierarchies, where the top levels maintained strict control over technical work
activities and outputs produced by the bottom levels. New institutionalists instead built on ideas
initially proposed by the organizational scholars, March and Olsen (1976) and Weick (1976), to
argue that the survival of schools depended on the opposite, termed “loose coupling” (Meyer 1978;
Meyer and Rowan 1977). In schools, these scholars observed, a clear disconnect existed between
the administrative leadership (principals or presidents) and the technical work and outputs of the
organization (teachers or faculty members producing instruction and in turn, student learning).
While March and Olsen (1976) and Weick (1976) first used the term, “loosely coupled systems,”
Meyer and Rowan (1977) provided an explanation for its existence: schools depended on this
disconnected organizational structure to reduce the tension between the explicit and implicit
purpose of education, where the explicit (or technical/rational) purpose was to convey knowledge
and produce learning but the implicit (or ceremonial/mythical) purpose was to manufacture social
legitimacy. In part for this reason, Meyer and Rowan (1977) described schools as an ideal example
of, “institutionalized organizations,” or organizations primarily structured and constrained by the
ceremonial imperatives of social legitimacy rather than that of technical efficiency.
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The enmeshment of myths and rationality in Meyer and Rowan’s (1977) work conveys a
dynamic tension between two, discrete understandings of the social world, captured in divergent
conceptualizations of what “institutions” actually are. From a “rational” standpoint, institutions
might be viewed as a network of influential regulatory bodies such as state and professional
agencies (Scott and Meyer 1983), while from a “cultural” (or “mythical”) perspective, they might
be conceived as, “repetitive social behavior underpinned by normative meanings and social
understandings” (Greenwood et al. 2008). This dual character of institutions is in no way new to
the sociological study of organizations, as the scholars who created the “old” institutionalism
regularly described the tension between rationality and culture as a paradox. On the one hand,
organizations were, “formal structures subject to calculable manipulation,” while on the other,
they were, “inescapably embedded in an institutional matrix” (Selznick 1948: 25-26, quoted in
Scott 2004). Early neo-institutionalists diverged from this perspective by viewing organizations
not as embedded in institutions, but rather as the structural embodiment of cultural dynamics.
In more recent studies in the new institutional tradition, however, fewer scholars have
attended to the complementary and perhaps even inseparable quality of rational or “regulatory,”
to use the word more often cited in the literature, and cultural institutional forces. As Greenwood
et al. (2008) note, the divide between regulatory and cultural understandings of institutions has
grown since the 1980s, despite efforts by Scott (2014) and others to demonstrate the concurrent
operation of regulative, normative, and cultural-cognitive elements underlying institutions. In
response to this division, a small group of scholars has begun to develop an approach that seeks to
reunite rational and cultural understandings, known as the “inhabited institutions” (Hallett and
Ventresca 2006) approach to organizational analysis (e.g. Armstrong and Hamilton 2013; Binder
2007; Hallett 2010; Stevens 2009). This approach re-emphasizes the role of people, social
interactions, and meaning-making in the dual processes of responding to and creating
institutionalized rules and rationalized myths.
As a particularly important example for the present study, Hallett (2010) describes the
“recoupling” process between accountability practices and organizational action in a public
elementary school, turning attention to the union of cultural and regulatory institutions in
producing organizational action. Hallett demonstrates through this study that focusing attention
on one or the other approach arguably would conceal vital information about organizational
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structure, priorities, and constraints, a principle equally relevant to the higher education context.
For example, from a rational standpoint, maintaining legitimacy in higher education likely requires
a college’s demonstration that it properly uses public and private funds, and that it complies with
governmental data reporting requirements. Meanwhile, from a cultural, more micro-level
perspective, legitimacy more likely emerges from a college’s capacity to demonstrate its central
role in upholding important American values such as meritocracy, equity, and upward social
mobility for individual students.
These two sets of “rationalized myths,” to use Meyer and Rowan’s (1977) phrase, represent
the translation of the broader tension between accountability and American individualism to the
organizational level, as higher education organizations must act in ways that uphold both
institutional logics in order to maintain social legitimacy. In some ways, the two institutional
logics align with similar types of organizational action, as each requires that colleges publicly
convey information about their effects on students. Yet the release of such information may pose a
serious threat to the overall legitimacy of a college if it is contradictory in nature, conveying
limited or even negative impacts on the likelihood of BA completion in the aggregate, and Horatio
Alger-inspired success stories of students from modest backgrounds rising to greatness at the
individual level. Considering that many colleges pursue these dualistic paths while maintaining
legitimacy and continuing to operate, other dynamics must be at work.
Specifically, I argue that the present accountability regime – in which colleges are required
to report unadjusted aggregates of students’ BA completion outcomes rather than discrete
measures of organizational impacts on BA completion – gives college and university leaders the
opportunity to comply with accountability requirements without violating cultural expectations
regarding the role of colleges and universities as vehicles for individual advancement. It does so by
implicitly shifting the dialogue on college outcomes from one focused on organizational impacts to
one focused on individual student outcomes, given the nature of the data reported. Cultural
beliefs regarding the purpose of education in the United States, including individualism and
meritocracy, support this logic, as success and failure in schooling ultimately is assumed to result
from individual talent and effort rather than distinct organizational practices (Khan 2012a;
Labaree 1997, 2012).
At the organizational level, I further propose that the leaders of colleges and universities
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solve this clear tension between rational and cultural “rationalized myths” or “institutional logics”
through a different kind of structural arrangement than that captured either by “loosely coupled
systems” (Meyer and Rowan 1977) or “recoupled systems” (Hallett and Ventresca 2006), which I
call, “superficially coupled systems.” In such systems, bureaucratic leaders of higher education
organizations exert apparently tight control over students’ academic outcomes (e.g. technical
outputs) through compliance with existing accountability reporting requirements, as shown by
Espeland and Sauder (2007, 2016). However, the data they report potentially convey little
information about their organization’s role in producing those outcomes, again shifting the
narrative from one of organizational impacts to that of individual ability and effort. College and
university leaders accordingly are able to sustain organizational legitimacy and survival; yet,
largely due to the accountability regime, they also obscure the role of higher education
organizations in producing unequal (meaning, non-meritocratic) student outcomes.
In the analyses below, I build on Espeland and Sauder’s (2007, 2016) establishment of
university leaders’ clear responsiveness to the demands of accountability frameworks to address
the question of whether that responsiveness, captured in publicly reported data, conveys adequate
or accurate information about the direct role of colleges and universities in producing student
outcomes. Together, these pieces of evidence should provide strong support for the logic of
superficially coupled systems. I generate empirical evidence by comparing two sets of estimates of
organizational effectiveness. The first set relies on measures included in public, federally reported,
college data while the second incorporates substantially more student information, allowing me to
statistically isolate the independent effect of colleges on student outcomes. These additional
student-level data also facilitate the construction of college effects for particular student
populations, including underrepresented minority students and low-income students. Drawing on
the discussion above, I test three more specific hypotheses. First, statistical isolation of college
effects should convey new and different information from estimates of college performance
produced using publicly available data. Second, colleges should possess large, independent effects
on student outcomes, above and beyond what might be expected based on students’ pre-college
attributes and experiences. In other words, once student characteristics are controlled, colleges
still should influence students’ likelihood of BA completion. Third, college effects should vary
based on students’ background, revealing substantial inequality in student outcomes both between
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and within colleges of similar “quality.”
1.6 Background and Data
I draw the primary data for this study from the administrative records collected on all entering
students within the Metropolitan University (MetroU) system between the fall semester of 2001
and the spring semester of 2008, which I received in de-identified form. These data provide a
semester-by-semester account of students’ academic trajectories while attending any college within
the University system, including information on enrollment, credit accrual, major field of study,
grade point average, and degree completion, among other attributes. These data also include
matched student records with data from the National Student Clearinghouse (NSC), allowing me
to track degree completion outcomes for students who have transferred out of the MetroU system
to any other college within the U.S. This comprehensive information enables me to define college
effects on BA completion in several different ways: first, as the effect of students’ initial MetroU
college on BA completion at any other college within or outside the MetroU system, second, as the
effect of students’ initial MetroU college on BA completion within the MetroU system, and third,
as the effect of students’ initial MetroU college on BA completion within that same college. This
latter measure is closest to that which is reported in federal data, yet it is also somewhat
unrealistic given that thirty percent of students in the MetroU system transfer to another college
at some point during their college journeys. I therefore produce estimates relying on all three
measures but report within-college BA completion results to ensure comparability with existing
reporting standards. In general, my results do not change substantially as a function of the
outcome measure.
Considering that I have outcome data through to the spring of 2016, and that MetroU
typically collects twenty semesters’ worth of data for each student, I gain an eight- to ten-year
period in which to observe student outcomes. This lengthy span of time is especially beneficial
considering that most students in the U.S. require more than four years to complete a BA (Shapiro
et al. 2014). I code the dependent variable in my analysis, BA completion, in three different ways
to align with the three different definitions of completion described above. In all three of these
scenarios, students are considered “non-completers” at the end of the twenty-semester window even
if they still appear to be enrolled in college, though just 4 percent of the four-year beginning
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sample and 7 percent of the transfer student sample fits into this category (I discuss transfer
students in greater depth below).7 Based on the MetroU data I employ in the present analyses,
the average BA completion rate for four-year beginning students who start college at an MetroU
college and graduate at any U.S. college within 10 years of entry is 62 percent, while that figure is
56 percent if we evaluate graduation as a function of BA completion at any college in the MetroU
system, and 49 percent if we estimate within-college completion rates.
Since BA completion outcomes are my primary focus, I first conduct analyses using the
records of 81,985 students who begin their higher education experiences in the seven four-year
colleges and four comprehensive colleges between 2001 and 2008. When including students from
comprehensive colleges, I only incorporate those who have started in four-year programs. Across
the MetroU system, the average college serves 7,464 four-year beginners. Table 1 presents the
population of four-year beginning students in each college, separated by gender, racial background,
family financial status, and transfer status (both inside and outside MetroU). I measure family
financial status using an indicator in the data capturing whether or not students have received a
federal Pell Grant. I use this indicator because the variable for student income is incomplete.
However, Pell Grant status, reported via federal financial aid forms, clearly demonstrates whether
a student’s family income is above or below $50,000, providing useful information pertaining to
students’ financial status.
In addition to the population of four-year beginning students, the MetroU system data also
incorporates information for students who have started in a two-year program at an MetroU
college and who have subsequently transferred to a four-year MetroU program or college. As with
many public colleges, the transfer population is large at MetroU: at any given point, two-thirds of
MetroU’s total student population attending four-year colleges is comprised of transfer students
and transfer students additionally obtain roughly 60 percent of all MetroU bachelor’s degrees.
However, empirical accounts of transfer students’ experiences and outcomes are limited for a
variety of reasons, including data constraints, analytical difficulties resulting from transfer
students’ multiple college selection processes, and theoretical challenges given substantial
differences in transfer students’ family background and educational preparation, as compared with
four-year beginning students (see Ciocca Eller and DiPrete 2018, Online Appendix B for an
7As a sensitivity check, I omit this small group from my calculations, but the results are comparable.
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College 1 12,122 0.505 0.348 0.107 0.171 0.374 0.480 0.061 0.105
College 2 11,068 0.400 0.481 0.079 0.175 0.265 0.385 0.158 0.139
College 3 2,428 0.441 0.759 0.041 0.105 0.094 0.247 0.154 0.157
College 4 9,858 0.437 0.472 0.224 0.119 0.185 0.501 0.231 0.133
College 5 13,702 0.333 0.400 0.146 0.208 0.246 0.427 0.236 0.182
College 6 7,798 0.411 0.323 0.205 0.389 0.083 0.536 0.221 0.186
College 7 9,731 0.527 0.1502 0.259 0.353 0.238 0.537 0.258 0.151
College 8 6,536 0.314 0.077 0.297 0.564 0.062 0.687 0.203 0.176
College 9 6,195 0.351 0.057 0.567 0.225 0.151 0.604 0.322 0.178
College
10
1,691 0.737 0.138 0.358 0.353 0.151 0.555 0.278 0.155
College
11
856 0.331 0.007 0.899 0.081 0.013 0.568 0.255 0.196
Note: Total n=81,985.
Source: MetroU administrative data.
elaboration of these issues). Though the latter two challenges remain in the present study, I
analyze college effects separately for the distinct pool of 44,470 students who transfer from
two-year to four-year colleges within the MetroU system, while also comparing college effects
estimates for transfer students with those of four-year beginning students in Appendix B. I do so
because of the large proportion of two-to-four-year transfer students that comprises the four-year
MetroU system8 as well as the importance of the transfer pathway to traditionally
underrepresented students who seek to earn a BA (Bailey et al. 2015; Bowen et al. 2009; Fink and
Jenkins 2017; Jenkins, Davis and Fink, John 2016). That said, for analytical clarity, I focus on the
results for four-year beginners in the main body of the text.
Beyond chronicling the academic trajectories of MetroU students once they arrive in college,
the administrative data also include extensive pre-college information collected from students’
applications and, when relevant, FAFSA forms. From the application data, I am able to gather
8Transfer between different four-year campuses also is a common path within the MetroU system. On the whole,
30 percent of MetroU students start at one MetroU college and transfer to another. So, while the population of
four-to-four-year transfers on MetroU colleges’ campuses is not inconsequential, it is nowhere near as large as the
population of two-to-four-year transfer students. For this reason, I focus on the two-to-four-year transfer population
in this paper rather than the four-to-four-year transfer population.
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information pertaining to students’ family background, pre-college academic achievement,
economic standing, and high school characteristics. I also can observe whether students have been
offered financial aid prior to college entry, an important consideration for lower-income students,
in particular. I standardize all linear pre-college measures, including high school grade point
average and math and English state test scores, accumulated college credits through advanced
placement or international baccalaureate classes, students’ total financial aid award granted prior
to college entry, and family income, so that they have a mean of 0 and a standard deviation of 1.
In all analyses, I additionally incorporate one college-level variable, the proportion of students who
transfer out of the college, as its inclusion facilitates unbiased comparison of college success for
those students who remain within the college population. All variables employed in my analyses
are summarized in Appendix Table A.1.
Unlike the data describing students’ academic trajectories while enrolled in college, which
are complete, the pre-college information includes some missing information. Most variables have
a relatively low level of missingness, about 10 percent or less. However, some other variables, such
as students’ high school test scores, have higher missingness of closer to 25 percent. I generally
handle missing data using multiple imputation with chained equations (Allison 2002; Peugh and
Enders 2004; Rubin 1976), a strategy based on the assumption that data are missing at random,
conditional on all the other covariates in the imputation model. Based on the extensive student
data available through the MetroU system, this assumption is fair for all pre-college variables save
for one, student income. Based on the collection procedures MetroU used, student income data is
completely missing for several incoming cohorts, including 2001, 2003, and 2005. I handle this
non-random missing data in several ways: first, I calculate results without incorporating income
data, relying instead on coarser measures of income status such as Pell grant information; second,
I restrict my analysis to those years without completely missing income data; and third, I impute
income data using a model pooled across all available years of data. Regardless of the strategy, my
results remain comparable. Accordingly, I incorporate the imputed income data because it slightly
improves the statistical power of my estimates.
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1.7 Methods
Scholars primarily have pursued two analytical strategies to measure the independent effect of
schools on student outcomes, random effects regression (Jennings et al. 2015; Kurlaender et al.
2016; Meyer 1997; Raudenbush and Bryk 1986; Raudenbush and Willms 1995) and fixed effects
regression (Cunha and Miller 2014; Dale and Krueger 2002, 2014). The random effects approach
defines the “school effect” as the standard deviation of schools’ average effect on a given outcome,
after accounting for student-level differences. As Raudenbush and Bryk (1986) put it in their
seminal work on the approach, it is a “slopes as outcomes” operationalization. In contrast, the
fixed effects approach measures the school effect as the coefficient on an indicator variable, which
is entered into regression models alongside extensive controls for student background and the
college selection process. Despite formal differences, the goal of both types of models is to
statistically isolate the effect of schools by relying on a counterfactual, or “potential outcomes”
framework (Angrist and Pischke 2009; Morgan and Winship 2007; Rubin 2005). In this
framework, individuals are envisioned to possess two outcomes: that which is actually observed
given a particular “treatment” (in this case, entering a specific school), and that which
hypothetically could occur if individuals were exposed to a different treatment (attending a
different school). In this sense, both approaches seek to identify the “value added” by the school,
or that portion of the overall effect that is caused by school characteristics and practices rather
than individual-level traits or contextual circumstances.
In the present study, I employ a fixed effects strategy due to several advantages it has over
the random effects approach. The most important of these is that fixed effects models more
adequately control for unmeasured characteristics at the college level, since each college is treated
as its own, unique context in which to examine the relationship between enrolled students and
outcomes of interest. That said, fixed effects models also can be limiting in some instances; for
example, they rest on the assumption that all possible confounders with time-variant values or
effects have been incorporated into the estimation model. They also require that adequate
variability in covariates and responses within each “fixed” group is present to produce unbiased
results (Rabe-Hesketh and Skrondal 2012). Due to the very large number of students with variable
characteristics and outcomes in my sample, the requirement regarding variability in covariates is
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easily met. Regarding the issue of variance over time, it is possible that college characteristics
might change and therefore introduce bias into the estimation of college effects. Yet this source of
bias at the college level is less likely than bias emerging from unmeasured characteristics at the
student level.
I address the possibility of bias at the student level by incorporating a large array of
student-level covariates as discussed in the “Background and Methods” section. I also employ a
complementary statistical strategy that powerfully addresses the possibility of omitted variables,
the “within-matched-applicant” (WMA) approach. I estimate WMA fixed effects models using
logistic regression because of the binary outcome variable of BA completion. These models take
the form:
logit[P (BA = 1)] = β1 + β2Xi + β3Gi + β4Ci + β5Ti + β6Os (1)
where Xi is a vector of individual characteristics captured prior to college entry, Gi is an indicator
for students’ application/admissions group, Ci is an indicator for enrollment in one of the MetroU
colleges as compared to any of the others, Ti is a fixed effect for year and month of college entry,
and Os is the average transfer-out rate of each college in the MetroU system. Dale and Krueger
(2002), who proposed the WMA method, argued that this analytical strategy would reduce the
effects of selection bias because of Gi. This parameter indicates students’ inclusion in a “matched
applicant” group based on application preferences and admissions decisions, where students are
grouped together if they have applied to the same set of colleges and received the same
combination of acceptances and rejections from those colleges. According to Dale and Krueger,
this term should mitigate bias so long as, a) admissions decisions reveal more about students than
characteristics already observed in any given data set, and b) the combination of application and
admissions decisions capture observable and unobservable similarities and differences across
students that would not be revealed without these preferences and decisions. It follows that
Equation 1 should produce an unbiased estimation of the college effect in the coefficient, β4, which
is the increase or decrease in the log odds of BA completion associated with attending a particular
MetroU college after controlling for student-level characteristics, students’ application preferences
and admissions decisions, the year and month of enrollment, and the average transfer-out rate of
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the colleges in the MetroU system.
Though Equation 1 follows Dale and Krueger’s (2002) formulation of WMA closely, I make
two adjustments. First, Dale and Krueger’s matching approach relies on the number of colleges to
which a study has applied together with the average SAT score of those colleges. However, using
the MetroU administrative data, I gain more granular information. This information allows me to
group students together based on the total number of MetroU colleges to which they have
submitted applications (as low as one and as high as six), the exact colleges to which they have
applied, and their preference ordering among the colleges, along with the admissions decisions
accompanying each application. Within the four-year beginner sample, I end up with 4,149 groups
of matched applicants with two or more students per group; the mean size of each group is 48
students. I then enter each of these groups into the fixed effects model as indicators, omitting
Group 1. While I do not have data for students’ college applications outside of the MetroU
system, the order of students’ college preferences, together with their high school academic
performance, provide a strong indication of their self-perceived and objectively recorded
preparedness for college success.
Second, existing studies of college effects employing the WMA method (e.g. Cunha and
Miller 2014) select a college to omit from the equation, contrasting the effectiveness of that college
with the performance of each of the other colleges in the system. In other words, the
counterfactual in these models is students’ attendance of a particular, omitted college as compared
with the college that students actually attend. In my approach, however, I typically estimate
eleven, separate models in which each college serves as the focal “treatment” and the
counterfactual is not students’ BA completion rate in any particular college, but rather students’
rate if they were to attend an average “other” college within the MetroU system. I choose this
approach because it allows me to calculate effects for every college in the system in relation to all
of the other colleges instead of just one college, providing a more expansive and parsimonious
understanding of “effectiveness.” For analyses in which I do calculate pairwise comparisons of
college effects, contrasting, for example, the effectiveness of College 1 versus Colleges 2 through 11,
I still calculate ten separate regression models. In this scenario, College 1 serves as the treatment
and Colleges 2 through 11 separately serve as the the control. I pursue this additional step
because it enables an understanding of the extent of between-college differences in student BA
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completion outcomes across the entire MetroU system.
In sum, my approach generates estimates of between-college effectiveness using separate
logistic regression models where the college effect is captured in the coefficient, β4. For ease of
interpretation, I subsequently employ predictive margins to estimate the BA completion rate for
students who attend the focal college, as well as the counterfactual graduation rate that would
emerge if these same students where to attend the average, non-focal college.9 I then difference
these two rates, calculating the percentage point increase or decrease in BA completion rates
incurred among the students who actually attend each of the MetroU colleges. This difference
again represents the between-college effect, though in a transformed (and more interpretable)
form. As a final step, I employ chi-square tests to test for differences between the actual and
counterfactual rates produced by the predictive margins.
Despite the usefulness of the WMA approach, it presents analytical challenges that must be
addressed. Namely, it provides no additional information for students who apply to just one
college (16 percent of four-year beginners in this sample), for whom application records are
missing (7 percent of four-year beginners), or for whom there is no match in the data for the exact
combination of six ordered college preferences and six admissions decisions (49 percent) (Dale and
Krueger 2002). Additionally, in the case of binary dependent variables (such as those required to
study BA completion), entire matched-applicant groupings are omitted from the equation if they
achieve the same outcome. It is also possible that the WMA approach is less revealing about
MetroU students’ unobserved characteristics than when employed in Dale and Krueger’s (2002,
2014) studies of more selective colleges, especially due to the more compressed distribution of
college selectivity among MetroU colleges. In this case, selection bias would remain in the WMA
results despite my various adjustments.
I address the challenges posed by lack of additional information for various groups by
creating separate, “matched” groupings for students who have applied to zero colleges, students for
whom application records are missing, students with no match in the data, and students who
would be dropped due to common outcomes. I do so because it seems likely that unobserved
similarities are present among students based on the number of applications they submit, the
9I also have produced these results by defining the counterfactual as the average outcome across all colleges in the
MetroU system. The results are nearly identical because the treatment and control samples are well balanced due to
the ENT and WMA methods.
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uniqueness of their preferences, and among students with the same application and acceptance
profile, even if they do experience the same college outcome. I ensure that this approach is robust
in light of the high proportion of students with no exact WMA grouping through two sensitivity
analyses, the first of which uses a slightly coarser matching method that results in less than one
percent of students without a direct match10 and the second of which omits all unmatched
students. The results from both of these test are comparable to those produced when using the
additional matched groups. I therefore proceed using all actual matches in addition to the
manufactured matches given lack of application information, application to only one school, lack
of exact match, and common outcomes in matched groups, since it optimizes granular application
data for 30 percent of the sample.
I address the possibility that the WMA method does a poorer job of correcting for selection
bias than in Dale and Krueger’s (2002, 2014) studies by turning to an additional, and quite
different, analytical approach, entropy balancing (ENT). ENT is a generalization of the
conventional propensity score matching approach, in which student-level observations are weighted
based on their observable likelihood of selecting into a given treatment condition (Rosenbaum and
Rubin 1983). This reweighting procedure mitigates the adverse effects of selection bias on
analytical results since students in treatment and control groups are “balanced” across observable
characteristics. Entropy balancing is similar to propensity score matching in that it assigns
weights to cases based on an individual’s likelihood of selecting into treatment. However, it also
makes use of an analyst’s knowledge of various statistical moments of the covariate distribution,
including mean, variance, and skewness, to calculate weights that will ensure exact matching
across treatment and control groups according to these moments (Hainmueller 2012). This
approach is advantageous because it is “doubly robust” (Hainmueller and Xu 2013; Hirano and
Imbens 2001; Zhao and Percival 2017), meaning that statistically accurate results will emerge even
if the analyst only properly specifies one of the two required equations, the treatment equation
and the outcome equation.
Accordingly, I estimate eleven separate models using the ENT approach, one for each
MetroU college. In the first step, I delineate a focal college as the treatment and all other colleges
10This approach matches students on three application preferences and admissions decisions rather than six, even
if students have submitted more than three applications.
34
as the control, akin to my approach for the WMA estimates. I then balance treatment and control
groups by matching students based on the mean, variance, and skewness of all pre-college
covariates for the treatment group, as described formally by Hainmueller (2012).11 Once the
treatment and controls groups are balanced, I subsequently employ fixed effects logistic regression
as in Equation 1, with two exceptions. First, I do not include the WMA groupings in this
estimation due to the redundancy between the WMA groups and the ENT reweighting strategies,
and second, I incorporate the newly defined balancing weight in the subsequent regressions. I then
follow the procedure detailed above for the WMA approach, predicting linear margins for BA
completion in the actual and counterfactual states, differencing the two, and conducting chi-square
tests on the marginal values. Finally, I compare the WMA and ENT results to ensure stability of
the college effects I calculate. While I employ both the WMA and ENT approaches to calculate all
college effects described below, I typically present the ENT results in my tables because of the
greater statistical robustness they provide.
The procedures described above reflect my approach to computing average, between-college
effects. Yet I also study college effectiveness as a function of students’ racial background and
family income, both between and within colleges. To generate between-college estimates, I use the
same WMA and ENT analytical models described above but restrict them to separate racial
groups, including white, black, Hispanic, and Asian, and to separate income groups, including
non-Pell and Pell. This approach produces “within-race/income, between-college” estimates of
college effectiveness, showing whether a certain college is more or less effective for the students
who comprise a particular racial or economic group. I also produce “within-college,
between-race/income” results to make direct comparisons regarding the effectiveness of each
MetroU college on one racial or income group versus another. To account for covariate imbalances
between students of different racial and income groups for these within-college estimates, I again
use the ENT technique. However, whereas each college served as the treatment in the
between-college effects, students of particular racial and income groups act as the treatment in the
11In practice, this approach to balancing consists of three main features: a loss function based on Kullback’s
(1959) entropy divergence, which measures the distance between the distribution of estimated control and treatment
weights; a balancing constraint imposed by the researcher to determine the tolerance for difference between the mean,
variance, and skewness of each covariate used to balance control and treatment observations; and two normalization
constraints ensuring that the weights sum to the normalization constant of one and that the weights are nonnegative,
as the distance metric is not defined for negative values (Hainmueller 2012: 31).
35
within-college models. Specifically, each non-white student group serves as a unique treatment
condition in the case of racial comparisons and Pell students act as the unique treatment condition
in the income comparison. I also remove financial variables other than Pell receipt, such as family
income and the receipt of state grants, from the Pell and non-Pell models in order to concentrate
the effects of income into this single variable. For the within-college models, then, the college
effect represents the difference between the BA completion rates of black, Hispanic, and Asian
students as compared with white students and Pell students and compared with non-Pell students.
1.8 Providing a Foundation for the Estimation of College Effects
Despite the lack of publicly available student-level data required to calculate college effects,
colleges do report some measures of student outcomes annually, whether to federal agencies, opt-in
data collection projects, or media outlets. The most applicable of these measures is the
within-college rate of graduation for first-time college entrants. To be clear, these rates count
students who have transferred out of the specific college as non-completers, regardless of whether
they have received a BA at a different college in subsequent years. Table 1.2 presents this
within-college information for each college in the MetroU system, showing the average BA
completion rate for all entry cohorts between 2001 and 2008. I include both eight-year and
ten-year completion rates to demonstrate the usefulness of expanding the window of observation
beyond what is publicly available. As a point of comparison, I additionally incorporate completion
rates using the most lenient definition of BA completion, or completion at any college within or
outside of the MetroU network. I do so because these numbers are more accurate representations
of BA completion rates given the sizable proportion of students that transfer out of the MetroU
system. I number each college according to its point estimate on the within-college BA completion
metric, so that College 1 posts the highest graduation rate and College 11 the lowest.
As Table 1.2 conveys, substantial between- and within-college variation exists in the MetroU
system. Between colleges, the difference in BA completion rates spans nearly 40 percentage points,
as the ten-year, within-college BA completion rate in College 1 is 64.5 percent while it is 19.9
percent in College 11. Within-college variation is even more sizable; in most MetroU colleges, the
proportion of degree recipients and non-recipients is about equal. These statistics suggest that,
just as Coleman et al. (1966) found, within-school differences in student outcomes are larger than
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College 1 63.7 64.5 48.7 1 74.0 76.7 61.9 1
College 2 56.0 57.1 48.7 2 65.4 68.5 61.9 2
College 3 51.0 52.3 48.7 3 62.5 65.5 61.9 3
College 4 50.2 51.1 48.7 3 60.0 63.5 61.9 5
College 5 46.9 48.0 48.7 5 60.6 64.9 61.9 3
College 6 44.0 45.2 48.7 6 54.3 57.5 61.9 6
College 7 43.7 44.9 48.7 6 55.5 60.0 61.9 7
College 8 38.5 39.9 48.7 8 46.4 50.1 61.9 8
College 9 27.5 28.9 48.7 9 37.9 42.7 61.9 9
College 10 23.4 24.7 48.7 10 32.2 36.7 61.9 10
College 11 18.9 19.9 48.7 11 28.7 31.2 61.9 11
Note: Rankings are constructed based on the presence of statistically significant differences in the mean BA
completion values of each college using pairwise tests. Non-significant differences are signified by “ties.” So,
the average, eight-year within-college BA completion rate in College 2 differs significantly from that posted
in College 1, but the difference between College 3 and College 4 is not statistically significant.
Source: MetroU administrative data.
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between-school differences. According to calculations in which I compare the r-squared values
from linear probability models without and with covariates (0.041 and 0.131, respectively; full
models available upon request), between-college differences account for about 30 percent of the
total explained variance while within-college differences explain the remaining 70 percent. Linear
probability models are an appropriate approach to calculate these statistics because the overall
completion rate is nearly 50 percent, coinciding with the most linear area of the logistic curve.
Beyond demonstrating the presence of between- and within-college differences in BA
completion rates, Table 1.2 also points to two additional findings. First, not all BA completion
rates are statistically different from one another, and second, the relative performance of colleges
in the within-college and any-college conditions are actually quite similar. When evaluating the
ten-year, within-college BA rates, Colleges 3 and 4 appear statistically equivalent, as do Colleges 6
and 7. When assessing the ten-year BA completion rates across all colleges, Colleges 3 and 5 are
statistically equal, as are Colleges 6 and 7 once again. The main difference between the average
completion rates when evaluating within-college and any-college rates is the greater proportion of
completers in the any-college condition, an expected trend given the non-trivial proportion of
transfer students. In addition, regardless of which definition of BA completion I employ, it is clear
that not all between-college differences in completion rates are large, even if they rise to the level
of statistical significance (e.g. Colleges 4 and 5). This issue, combined with the large number of
“ties” between colleges, focuses attention on a problematic feature of college rankings: certain
colleges are perceived as “better” than others despite relatively small, if not nonexistent,
differences between them when it comes to student outcomes (Espeland and Sauder 2007).
More importantly, however, the largest problem with these rankings is that they do not
distinguish between the contribution of individual students and that of the colleges they attend to
producing observed outcomes. So, while graduation rates are assumed to reveal information about
organizational effectiveness, they instead represent a host of factors both related and unrelated to
specific colleges and universities. For example, it is well known that higher education
organizations with a large proportion of high-achieving, high-income students, such as Ivy League
colleges and flagship public universities, report high graduation rates (Bowen et al. 2009). It is far
less clear, however, to what extent these graduation rates are related to organizational policies and
practices rather than the high level of academic preparation and financial resources accompanying
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the average student (Alon 2015). One could argue that the act of admitting a large proportion of
highly resourced students is an organizational practice, yet it also could be viewed as the
byproduct of pervasive institutional structures that systematically privilege white, higher-income
students over traditionally underrepresented minority, lower-income students. In this latter
scenario, numerous, non-college factors are implicated, such as students’ racial and socioeconomic
background, the quality of their schools prior to college entry, and the neighborhoods in which
they have grown up. For this reason, I examine between- and within-college variation in
effectiveness by using the ENT and WMA approaches to adequately account for students’ diverse,
pre-college experiences in the results reported below.
1.9 Average Between-College Differences in Organizational Effectiveness
I first focus on analyzing between-college variation in student outcomes employing both the ENT
and WMA approaches. Table 1.3, Columns 2 through 5, capture the college effects coefficients for
each college reported as odds ratios (Appendix Table 2 provides the full logistic regression results
of both the ENT and WMA approaches using College 1 as an example). These effects represent
the difference in expected BA completion between students attending the focal college as
compared with those attending the average, non-focal college. However, using a “potential
outcomes” approach to causality, the treatment effect of true interest is not given by the difference
in the odds of BA completion between the “treated” and “untreated” groups, but rather between
the treated students when pursuing their actual trajectory and these same treated students when
pursuing a counterfactual path. While it is impossible to observe this counterfactual directly, it is
useful to make empirical predictions.
I pursue this strategy here by employing predictive margins based on the initial logistic
regression models, which allow me to produce expected BA completion rates for focal students in
both the actual and counterfactual states. I then difference these actual and counterfactual
predictions, reporting the college effect as the percentage point gain or loss in BA completion rates
in Table 1.3, Columns 6 through 9, along with chi-square tests of these differences. Importantly,
both the ENT and WMA approaches achieve extremely strong covariate balance across students
attending the focal college versus the average, non-focal college. The results reported as odds
ratios and those reported as percentage point differences therefore are nearly identical, despite the
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fact that the comparison group is not exactly the same in the two different approaches.12 I also
find that the results generated using the alternative WMA approaches as discussed in the
“Methods” section yield nearly comparable estimates (see Appendix Table 3).
Table 1.3 demonstrates that college effectiveness looks quite different once organizational
impacts are separated from students’ pre-college inputs and the selection process. College 6 now
appears quite effective, increasing enrolled students’ likelihood of within-college graduation by
between 7 and 8 percentage points beyond students’ expected completion in the average, non-focal
MetroU college. In contrast, College 3 seems less effective, diminishing students’ chances of
within-college BA completion by between 3 and 4 percentage points. The results also demonstrate
that four of the MetroU colleges, Colleges 4, 5, 7, and 9, have statistically indistinct effects on
average BA completion rates, suggesting that the average student would achieve a degree at
roughly the same rate if she were to attend the focal college or the average, non-focal college.
Collectively, these findings confirm my first hypothesis, that the isolation of college effects
conveys different, and oftentimes contradictory, information concerning college quality as
compared with aggregated graduation rates. Yet they only partially support my second
hypothesis, that colleges have large, independent impacts on students’ outcomes net of their
background characteristics and experiences. It appears that some MetroU colleges do effect large
change in the average student’s outcomes, while others produce smaller or statistically indistinct
impacts. This result emerges in part from the distribution of students across colleges rather than
any intrinsic “quality” of each college based on the comparative principle underlying both the ENT
and WMA models. Yet it still suggests that some colleges are more capable of facilitating
completion among the average enrolled student than others. More technically, the results in Table
1.2 also convey that the findings are quite similar whether I employ the ENT or WMA approach,
raising confidence in the overall robustness of the results. Given the comparability of the ENT and
WMA estimates but the greater robustness and flexibility of the ENT approach, I report ENT
estimates in the remainder of the paper.
It is difficult, however, to apprehend from Table 1.3 whether any single college is more
effective than any other for the average MetroU student, since the counterfactual in these models
12I also have produced the average marginal effects differences using the expected BA completion rate for students
attending the average, non-focal college as the point of comparison. These results are available by request.
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Table 1.3: Entropy Balanced and Within-Matched-Applicant Measures of College Effects on Ten-
year, Within-College BA Completion Rates for Four-year Beginners
Logistic Regression Results Predicted Marginal Effects Differences


































College 1 1.251*** 0.039 1.220*** 0.033 4.7 0.000 4.2 0.000
College 2 0.910** 0.030 0.889*** 0.029 -2.6 0.001 -2.4 0.000
College 3 0.863** 0.054 0.824*** 0.051 -3.3 0.007 -4.3 0.000
College 4 0.974 0.025 0.945* 0.026 -0.6 0.280 -1.3 0.028
College 5 0.988 0.024 0.976 0.025 -0.3 0.617 0.5 0.323
College 6 1.411*** 0.028 1.395*** 0.029 7.7 0.000 7.4 0.000
College 7 0.957 0.025 0.960 0.026 -1.0 0.075 -0.9 0.111
College 8 0.971 0.030 0.956 0.031 -0.7 0.319 1.0 0.142
College 9 1.102 0.055 1.059 0.038 1.8 0.075 1.1 0.134
College
10
0.717*** 0.063 0.738*** 0.063 -6.1 0.000 -5.5 0.000
College
11
0.479*** 0.106 0.528*** 0.094 -12.4 0.000 -10.7 0.000
Notes: For the logistic regression coefficients, *p<0.05, **p<0.01, ***p<0.001.
Control variables in both the ENT and WMA models include student race, family income, Pell Grant status,
the interaction between race and Pell Grant status, state grant aid status, special college program status, age,
sex, citizenship status, dependent status, single parent status, place of permanent resident, total financial
aid awarded prior to four-year college entry, whether or not a student is disabled, whether or not a student
speaks proficient English, whether students attended a public or a private high school, whether the college
geographically proximate to a student’s high school, whether or not a student started college in the 15 months
following high school graduation, high school GPA, squared high school GPA, math state test scores, English
state test scores, number of college-applicable high school credits, number of MetroU colleges to which the
studies applied, the year and month of college entry, and average college transfer out rates.
Source: MetroU administrative data.
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is the average, non-focal college rather than a particular college. To address this issue, I employ
the ENT approach to produce pairwise comparisons of college effectiveness, using one college
within the pair as the treatment and the second as the control, eliminating all other colleges from
the analysis. Figure 1.1 shows all pairwise comparisons in college effectiveness as odds ratios
between the expected rate of BA completion for students attending the focal college versus those
attending the non-focal college. They are ranked from smallest to largest and also include
confidence intervals. Because they represent odds ratios, all effects that do not cross the plane at
y=1 are statistically significant. In addition, because of the strong covariate balance produced by
the ENT approach, these results are nearly identical to those produced using the
potential-outcomes counterfactual of the BA completion rate for focal students in the average,
non-focal college (see Appendix Table 4 for these alternate values).
The results in Figure 1.1 demonstrate that large and statistically significant differences exist
in the effectiveness of some colleges over others. Of the 55 comparisons, 40 reach the level of
statistical significance. In 15 of the pairwise comparisons, those ranked from 40 to 55, the odds of
BA completion at the first college are at least two times greater than the odds at the second
college. Some of these large differences are expected given the naive college rankings established in
Table 1.2, such as between College 1 and Colleges 9, 10, and 11. However, other large differences
are less expected, such as between College 7 and College 10 or College 8 and College 11,
suggesting that the gap in BA completion performance between these lower-ranked colleges is































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































Three other notable patterns also are present. First, many colleges are no more or less
effective when it comes to BA completion than those ranked immediately ahead or behind of
them. For example, no statistical difference exists in the performance of College 3 as compared
with Colleges 4, 5, 7 or 8 and the same can be said for College 4 as compared with Colleges 5, 6
and 7. Second, some of the non-significant distinctions are surprising in light of the naive
rankings; Figure 1.1 shows that College 2 performs no better or worse than Colleges 6 or 7, and
College 3 only performs better than Colleges 9, 10, and 11. Third, some differences that one would
expect to be quite large based on the naive rankings are actually more modest. The odds ratio
between Colleges 1 and 6, for example, is 1.19. Taken together, these results suggest that public
perception of college quality based on unadjusted graduation rates is at times inaccurate and
potentially misleading.
1.10 Heterogeneity in Organizational Effects
The results from Section 1.9 have demonstrated that sizable between-college differences exist in
the average effectiveness of MetroU colleges in graduating their students, even after accounting for
students’ background characteristics and the selection process into college. Yet an important
feature of the MetroU system, and of most public university systems, is student heterogeneity by
both racial background and family income. Given this heterogeneity, it is likely that college effects
are similarly heterogeneous. A college that appears to have very poor performance on average may
in fact have a neutral, or perhaps even a surprisingly positive, effect on BA completion for
particular student groups. Likewise, colleges with positive effects on average might in fact impact
certain groups more negatively than expected. In this way, colleges may contribute more directly
to the production and maintenance of inequality in students’ BA completion outcomes than
existing accountability metrics convey.
I test these interrelated hypotheses using both between- and within-college analyses, as
described in the Methods section. The between-college analysis uses the same statistical
formulation as in Section 1.9, yet it isolates between-college, within-race/income effects by
restricting the ENT models to the members of a particular racial or income group. So, for
example, it shows whether College 1 is more or less beneficial than the average, other MetroU
college for the population of all black four-year beginning students. In contrast, the within-college
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analysis evaluates the comparative effectiveness of a single college for two, discrete student groups
(e.g. white and black or non-Pell and Pell), all other variables held constant. For the
within-college analyses focused on race, white students typically serve as the reference group,
though I use black students as the reference for College 11 since the number of non-black students
is comparably quite small. This same compositional issue for College 11 produces very large
standard errors in the between-college analyses for non-black student groups, hindering graphical
depiction. I therefore exclude College 11 from the graphical representations of both the between-
and within-college results below, instead capturing the college effect values for College 11 (and all
other colleges) numerically for the between-college analysis in Appendix Table 5 and the
within-college analysis in Appendix Table 6. I report all results in this section in odds ratios, since
they are more firmly rooted in the data and convey nearly equivalent trends as those produced
using marginal effects models (results available by request).
I first present the between-college results in Figure 1.2, which shows the impact on the odds
of BA completion when attending the focal MetroU college versus the average, non-focal college
for members of each, separate racial or income group. A number of surprising results emerge, in
comparison with the average results reported in Table 1.3. First, whereas the aggregate results
suggest that College 1 produces higher BA completion rates for the average student than other
colleges, Figure 1.2 suggests that the only racial group receiving this benefit is Asian students.
Students from all other racial groups are no more or less likely to collect a BA when attending
College 1 than the average, other MetroU college, shown by the fact that the error bars for College
1 in subfigures A through C cross the plane at x=1. Second, though College 2 performs more
poorly than expected in the aggregate, Figure 1.2 shows that this college in fact increases white
students’ odds of completion by slightly over 10 percent as compared with the other MetroU
colleges. Meanwhile, College 2 also lowers the odds of completion for black, Asian, and Pell
students by between 20 and 30 percent. On the other hand, College 4, which appears to lower
students’ odds of completion in the aggregate, in fact increases black students’ odds of completion
by about 10 percent but lessens the odds of completion for Hispanic and Asian students by about
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15 percent. In addition, the only MetroU college that possesses uniformly positive impacts for
students, both by race and by income, is College 6, which increases the odds of BA completion for
students of all racial groups and income status by between 30 and 45 percent. Considering that
College 6 ranks slightly below average when comparing the colleges’ unadjusted BA completion
rates, these results are especially unexpected.
Though the between-college analysis provides a sense of college performance for members of
each racial and income group, it cannot show the effectiveness of a particular college for members
of one group versus another. For this reason, I next present the results of the within-college
analysis in Figure 1.3, which shows the comparative odds of BA completion for racial and income
dyads within ten of the eleven MetroU colleges, as described above. Focusing on the Figure 1.3,
subfigures A through C, the results indicate that substantial within-college differences in BA
completion outcomes by racial background exist for the most highly ranked colleges, in particular.
Among those colleges naively ranked in the top five of the MetroU system, each possesses large
inconsistencies in their graduation rates for traditionally underrepresented students as compared
with white students. For example, the odds of BA completion for Hispanic students attending
College 1 are 35 percent lower than for white students, while the odds for black students at
Colleges 2 and 3 are 34 and 52 percent lower than for white students, respectively. Asian students
do not fare much better when compared with white students, as their odds of completion are 29,
34, and 20 percent lower than white students at Colleges 2, 3, and 4. Somewhat surprisingly, the
results by race appear more equitable in those colleges viewed as low performers in the naive
ranking, as Colleges 6 through 10 possess little difference in the expected odds of completion for
white students and other student groups. These findings in part emerge for compositional reasons:
since the proportion of underrepresented minority students in quite high in these lower-ranking
colleges, achieving a “balanced” comparison between white and non-white students using the ENT
approach is more difficult and thus the estimates of college effects include larger standard errors.
Turning to the results for non-Pell versus Pell students as reported in Figure 1.3, subfigure
D, it appears that several of the MetroU colleges, including Colleges 1, 5, 8, 9 and 11, in fact
increase the odds of BA completion for Pell students more than non-Pell students. While these
effects in some ways suggest that these colleges may have an equalizing effect for Pell as compared
with non-Pell students, it is also possible that Pell status may be proxying for other, important
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student characteristics and experiences. This explanation may receive particular support because
of the overall condensation of the family income distribution within the MetroU system, so that
the difference between a student whose family earns $49,000 per year versus $51,000 per year is
simply that the former student is eligible to receive federal grant support while the latter is not.
Accordingly, Pell status may proxy for students’ greater financial stability or greater contact with
a college’s administrative support services, due to the required protocol attached to receiving
federal financial aid. It is also important to note that many of the confidence intervals are very
wide in Figure 1.3, subfigure D, due to the collinearity of Pell status with other variables in the
equation, especially race, as well as the large proportion of Pell students in some of the colleges,
such as Colleges 8 and 11.
Taken together, the results examining between- and within-college heterogeneity of effects
by student race and income provide strong evidence for my third hypothesis, that college effects
should vary based on student characteristics. This variation occurs in two dimensions. First,
certain MetroU colleges raise (or lessen) the odds of completion for students of a particular racial
or income groups more so than for students of other groups. In this scenario, the point of
comparison is students’ odds of completion if they were to attend the average, other MetroU
college. Second, most MetroU colleges lessen the odds of completion for students from at least one
non-white student group as compared with white students within the same college. The point of
comparison is a second student group rather than the average, other MetroU college in this case.
Regardless of whether the between- or within-college results are evaluated, however, the findings
are quite similar: publicly reported college data obscure racial and income-based inequalities in
organizational effectiveness in addition to average differences in organizational effectiveness. It
follows that despite the cultural commitment of American colleges and universities to equity of
opportunity, that same commitment has not extended to equity of outcomes. The current
accountability regime, together with the organizational dynamic of superficial coupling, enables
this lack of equity, despite the goal of accountability to demonstrate greater transparency over
organizational impacts on student outcomes.
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1.11 Discussion
In this paper, I have proposed that higher education organizations maintain public legitimacy and
ensure survival without demonstrating their unique role in producing student outcomes or
fulfilling their culturally sanctioned purpose of creating student opportunity. They are able to do
so because of deep and enduring tensions between the institutional logics, or “rationalized myths”
(Meyer and Rowan 1977), of accountability and American individualism. Whereas the logic of
accountability has facilitated the rise of governmental policies and normative cultural practices
that require college and university leaders to report data on college outcomes, the logic of
American individualism transfers the responsibility for success or failure onto the shoulders of
students. The data typically required for public reporting purposes, average bachelor’s degree
completion rates, encapsulate this dynamic, as they technically depict BA completion at the
individual level rather than demonstrating the role of colleges and universities in producing those
BA completion rates. As a result, numerous, important trends in student outcomes are masked,
including average differences in BA completion rates between colleges and universities with similar
levels of selectivity, as well as inequality in between- and within-college inequality in BA
completion by student race and income. At the organizational level, this process has translated to
a new structural arrangement, “superficially coupled systems,” in which college and university
leaders closely oversee the production of technical outputs (e.g. BA completion rates) while
implicitly shielding their organizations from direct implication in the production of often unequal
outputs. In this sense, the apparent tightening between organizational oversight and technical
outputs demanded by the logic of accountability is only topical in its effects, useful for
maintaining organizational legitimacy but not for improving student outcomes or shedding light
on enduring inequalities between student groups.
My findings provide empirical evidence to support this argument. Once I employ statistical
measures that isolate the role of colleges in the production of student BA completion outcomes,
some colleges that appear quite successful by virtue of their naive, average BA completion rates in
fact are shown to produce limited, or even negative, impacts on the average student’s likelihood of
completion. For example, students attending the colleges ranked second and third in the MetroU
system by way of BA completion rates actually possess odds of BA completion 10 and 15 percent
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lower, respectively, than similar students attending the average, non-focal college. Meanwhile,
students enrolled in the college ranked sixth by its BA completion rate can anticipate odds of
completion 40 percent higher than similar students attending the average, non-focal MetroU
college. These findings suggest that current rankings based on publicly available data often are
inaccurate and sometimes are misleading.
The results also demonstrate between- and within-college heterogeneity in effectiveness by
student background, though more by race than by family income. The between-college results
suggest that high levels of college effectiveness in producing average completion rates rarely
translates to equally beneficial effects for all racial or income groups. Evidence from College 1 is a
good example, as the aggregated results suggests a 25 percent increase in the odds of completion
for the “average” student, while the results by race show that only Asian students experience
positive, significant odds of completion when attending College 1 while all other groups experience
just average outcomes. In fact, only one college, College 6, uniformly lifts students’ odds of BA
completion across all racial and income groups. These findings align with research developed in
the secondary education context suggesting that “effectiveness” and “equity” are distinct axes
along which schools (or colleges) can, and should, be evaluated (Lee et al. 1997).
The within-college results confirm and add nuance to these findings by testing college
effectiveness in pairwise comparisons between dominant and non-dominant student groups. They
indicate that in nearly half of the MetroU colleges, at least one, non-white group possesses lower
odds of BA completion than white students. While some colleges appear to lift the odds of BA
completion more for low-income students (e.g. Pell recipients) more than higher-income students
(e.g. non-Pell recipients), it is possible that issues besides college effectiveness underlie these
findings, as discussed above. Furthermore, in examining the the colleges where inequality by
student race and income is greatest, nearly all are naively ranked in the top four of the MetroU
system. The inconsistency between these colleges’ top rankings and their production of inequality
further solidifies the importance of rethinking our methods for establishing the “best” colleges.
Specifically, should colleges with the highest graduation rates be viewed as “the best” if they also
contribute to tremendous inequality between student groups? Considering the role policy-makers
and the general public expect colleges to play in ensuring equality of opportunity, the maintenance
of ratings systems and data collection efforts that privilege absolute over relative success seems
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contrary to this widespread expectation.
Despite the importance of its findings, this paper only can conjecture, rather than
conclusively prove, whether the structural dynamics of superficially coupled systems occur
purposefully or as a habituated response to the current system of higher education accountability.
This limitation is similar to that encountered by Meyer and Rowan (1977, 1978), whose work
provides minimal empirical evidence showing that bureaucratic leaders intentionally distance
themselves from the technical processes and outputs of their organizations as a strategy for
maintaining social legitimacy. In the present context, it is clear that the leaders of public higher
education organizations have strong financial and reputational incentives to report student
outcomes that are aligned with performance goals – especially in an era of performance-based
funding. It is also clear that one lever that higher education leaders have used to achieve such
outcomes (recall, these mainly are related to average BA completion rates) is to adjust the student
body composition through the admissions process. Specifically, scholars have shown that one of
the “unintended consequences” of performance-based funding in higher education is to produce
more restrictive college admissions policies that privilege higher-income, less racially diverse, and
higher-achieving students (Dougherty et al. 2016a; Kelchen and Stedrak 2016). Such a shift at the
point of admissions is potentially easier for college and university administrators to achieve than a
vast overhaul of college practices and policies, which might be required if performance metrics
shifted to isolate organizational impacts. In short, just as there are incentives for the leaders of
public higher education organizations to meet performance goals, there also are more nuanced,
and less explicit, incentives for these leaders to conform to the existing system of accountability
rather than to reshape it in ways that make organizational impacts clearer and more actionable.
While additional data are required to verify this argument, perhaps including interviews with and
observations of high-level university leaders and institutional research offices, at least some
intentionality appears likely in the production of superficially coupled systems.
In regards to other issues this study has not addressed, the question of whether “BA
completion” means the same at each of MetroU’s four-year and comprehensive colleges remains.
This issue also raises the additional point of whether “organizational effectiveness” is a consistent
concept across colleges. It may be possible, for example, that colleges are more or less effective in
enabling BA completion due to easier or more difficult completion requirements, respectively,
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rather than because of any particular organizational action (besides setting degree completion
requirements). As recent controversies in urban higher education systems have shown, such as
those within the two-year public system in Chicago (Smith 2017), this type of “gaming” of the
system can occur. Such gaming also would align with arguments suggesting that student learning
is relatively minimal in four-year colleges and universities (Arum and Roksa 2011), inflating the
number of BAs granted while lessening the value of the credential in the labor market. It also
could be the case that students perceive BAs from certain MetroU colleges as more valuable than
BAs from others, motivating students differently to complete degrees based on the college they
attend. This circumstance again would inject bias into results quantifying college effectiveness, as
students’ perceptions of value and related actions would serve as drivers of organizational effects
rather than the organization, itself.
In the present context, however, both of these scenarios are unlikely. In the first instance,
the fact that all eleven MetroU colleges are part of a single university system means that each of
the colleges must comply with a system-wide definition of acceptable degree completion standards.
Accordingly, it is reasonable to imagine that BA completion and college effectiveness are
comparable concepts across colleges in the MetroU system and that “gaming” either is taking place
uniformly or not at all. In the second instance, though it is not possible to account directly for
student perceptions concerning the value of a BA at various of the MetroU colleges, their initial
application preferences are a strong and compelling proxy. Because these application preferences
are available in the MetroU data, and accounted for in the statistical models used throughout this
paper, it is unlikely that students’ differing perceptions of the meaning and value of a BA across
the MetroU colleges has been conflated with the identified college effects.
1.12 A Framework for Future Research
Beyond these data-driven and technical issues, this study raises a number of substantive questions
that require additional consideration. First, I have argued throughout the paper that average BA
completion rates are inadequate indicators of college effectiveness. Yet I have not addressed the
important, related question of how to interpret adjusted college effects estimates in conjunction
with unadjusted graduation rates. For example, although colleges ranked in the lower half of the
MetroU distribution tend to produce more equitable results for student groups, they still possess
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BA completion rates hovering between 30 and 50 percent ten years after college entry, even when
using the most lenient definition of BA completion, or degree receipt at any college. It is unclear if
equity should be celebrated in this context, considering the relatively limited ability for enrolled
students to earn their BA. In a best-case scenario, higher education organizations would elevate
the overall level of student success so that trade-offs between equity and excellence would not be
necessary. In the meantime, scholars and policy-makers should direct more concerted thought to
balancing equity and excellence when assessing college performance.
Second, this study also has assumed that the most important outputs of higher education
organizations are bachelor’s degrees. In doing so, it implicitly, though unintentionally, has
supported Meyer and Rowan’s (1978) argument that the purpose of colleges and universities
predominantly is to provide credentials rather than to facilitate students’ academic learning,
socio-emotional growth, or development as citizens (Arum and Roksa 2011; Binder and Wood
2013; Guhin 2016; Labaree 1997). It also has not considered the broader roles of colleges and
universities as sites of scholarly research, open discourse and exchange, and the construction of
important relationships, both at the individual or university level (Cole 2011; Stevens and
Gebre-Medhin 2016; Stevens et al. 2008). Part of why contemporary social science scholarship
focuses less on these important features of the American university system is the limited
availability of high-quality data linking non-curricular experiences and outcomes with individual
colleges. Some research has moved in this direction (e.g. Armstrong and Hamilton 2013; Bowen
and Bok 2000; Chambliss and Takacs 2014; Charles et al. 2009; Massey et al. 2011; Stuber 2012),
yet most of these existing studies focus on single cases, comparisons between two colleges, or on
elite higher education organizations. Considering the heightened discrepancies between elite and
non-elite colleges in the types of academic and social experiences available to students (Brint et al.
2012; Rosenbaum et al. 2006; Kirst and Stevens 2015), future research should continue to study
how distinct college characteristics and practices divide students using dependent variables other
than grade-point average and BA completion.
Another reason why less research is produced regarding non-curricular outcomes, however,
is because of the enduring emphasis in academic and political circles on concrete, measurable
outcomes. As with graduation rate data, this emphasis has emerged alongside the rise of
accountability standards and its accompanying belief in quantification. However, this intensive
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attention to the measurement of outcomes ignores two important facts: (1) not all important
outcomes are easily measurable, and (2) decisions concerning which educational outcomes deserve
quantification, and how that quantification occurs, are highly subjective. Regarding the first
point, scholars have argued that the outputs of bureaucratic organizations are difficult to identify
and measure because the primary purpose of bureaucracies is not to produce any particular
output (e.g. Wilson 1991). Instead, bureaucracies are “coping organizations,” in which most time
and attention of personnel are directed towards “coping” with organizational norms, rules, and
constraints rather than efficiently creating a product. Accordingly, many scholars of organizations
have employed ethnographic approaches in an effort to understand the structure and outcomes of
greatest importance in these settings (recently, for example, Lara-Millán 2014; Vaughan 1996;
Watkins-Hayes 2009). Yet given the centrality of non-technical outcomes to individuals’
organizational experiences, large-scale data collection efforts that would enable statistical
evaluation of these alternative outcomes are an important future step in the study of
organizational impacts on individual opportunity.
Regarding the second point, this paper has shown that the production of different kinds of
statistical estimates leads to the production of different kinds of knowledge. One explanation for
the normative reliance on aggregated graduation rates is practicality, as more robust statistical
calculations are labor-intensive and thus inefficient from an organizational standpoint. Another is
insufficient awareness: the use of data analytics in higher education is a relatively new practice,
and perhaps is overshadowed by a combination of inscribed organizational practices, which endure
due to inertia, and the numerous “fires” college and university administrators must put out on a
daily basis. However, several large university systems in the United States, such as those in Texas
and Ohio, have begun to use data analysis more extensively as a means of ameliorating gaps in
college outcomes between traditionally underrepresented minority students and
non-underrepresented students (Alvarado et al. 2018; Nichols et al. 2016). This evolution
represents an important development with the potential to press public colleges and universities to
acknowledge their direct organizational influence on student outcomes. Of course, it is possible
that increased reliance on more statistically sophisticated analytics instead could serve as another
strategy for fulfilling the legitimacy imperatives of higher education organizations in formal but
not substantive terms. In other words, such analytics may provide college and university leaders
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with stronger evidence to suggest they have “done all they can” to facilitate positive student
outcomes without taking the necessary actions to produce those outcomes, whether in relation to
BA completion or other important outcomes like labor market placement or student learning
(Arum and Roksa 2016). In this sense, even statistically robust evidence of college impact is
insufficient if embedded within an institutional logic of accountability that does not, in fact,
provide an adequate framework for holding organizations accountable.
Third, though the processes described throughout this work apply to the American higher
education system broadly construed, the status of Metropolitan University as a public system
entails higher stakes when it comes to navigating the tension between accountability and
American individualism. Accountability pressures are intensified for public colleges and
universities because of their reliance on taxpayer dollars for financial solvency. At the same time,
public colleges and universities serve nearly 75 percent of all college-goers, a large proportion of
whom come from traditionally underrepresented minority and low-income backgrounds (Snyder
et al. 2018). Public colleges and universities therefore must demonstrate compliance with
accountability reporting standards on the one hand while addressing substantial challenges, such
as decreased funding at the state and federal levels and often-insufficient academic preparation
among individual students due to uneven elementary and secondary schooling, on the other. From
a broader, cultural perspective, public higher education organizations also must prioritize their
moral role as the bearers of opportunity, knowledge, and upward social mobility for their students
in order to maintain public confidence and continued legitimacy. The complexities of managing
these priorities at the organizational level are extensive, likely contributing to the dynamic of
superficially coupled systems. Yet without an accountability regime that both sheds light on the
direct contribution of colleges and universities to student outcomes, and then requires colleges and
university leaders to act on those findings, it is unlikely that higher education organizations will
discover strategies for addressing their continued legitimacy and survival while also creating better
and more equitable student outcomes.
Finally, while the present paper takes higher education as its empirical case, it is likely that
the processes underlying superficially coupled systems also extend to other complex bureaucratic
systems, such as health care or the federal government. In these additional sectors, the presence of
institutionalized legitimacy standards, combined with entrenched organizational structures,
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practices, and interests, likely conceals inequality in individual patient health or the individual
receipt of federal aid dollars, to name just two possible outcomes. A number of scholars have
begun to trace these processes (e.g. Reich 2014; Watkins-Hayes 2009), though not using the logical
framework of superficially coupled systems. Considering the continued centrality of accountability
as a governing logic within numerous social sectors in the United States, understanding whether
existing accountability regimes, in combination with organizational responses to those regimes,
perpetuate inequality is particularly important work.
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1.A Appendix A









Mean Std. Dev. Mean Std. Dev.
Individual-level Variables
BA completion within initial
college
0.513 0.487






U.S. citizen 0.692 0.731
Permanent resident 0.205 0.187
Visa-holder / refugee 0.044 0.036
Undocumented 0.039 0.039
Unknown 0.019 0.007
Pell Grant recipient 0.521 0.494
State funding recipient 0.591 0.606
Family income 44,972.27 46,373.99 48,937.41 51,115.70





Total financial award offered
upon application
4,189.409 3,085.406 4,483.18 3,287.36
From same city as college 0.816 0.806
From same state as college 0.065 0.082
From outside the college state 0.040 0.042
From abroad 0.079 0.070
Live within same geographical
boundaries as college
0.352 0.361
Speak limited English 0.285 0.290
Disabled 0.020 0.015
Single parent 0.030 0.017
Attended public high school in
same city as college
0.638 0.652
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Enrolled within 15 months of
high school graduation
0.819 0.873
High school GPA — 82.487 6.577
Number of college credits
earned in high school
3.794 0.889 4.033 0.740
State English test score in 12th
grade
74.743 13.259 79.290 10.295
State math test score in 12th
grade
76.378 13.931 80.291 11.697
Number of MetroU colleges to
which applied
3.347 2.326 3.793 2.138
Enrolled in four-year college in
September
0.859 0.901
Enrolled in four-year college in
January
0.141 0.099
First enrolled in MetroU
system in 1999
0.030 —
First enrolled in MetroU
system in 2000
0.047 —
First enrolled in MetroU
system in 2001
0.121 0.112
First enrolled in MetroU
system in 2002
0.135 0.129
First enrolled in MetroU
system in 2003
0.137 0.138
First enrolled in MetroU
system in 2004
0.141 0.147
First enrolled in MetroU
system in 2005
0.134 0.146
First enrolled in MetroU
system in 2006
0.128 0.153
First enrolled in MetroU
system in 2007
0.119 0.163
First enrolled in MetroU
system in 2008
0.008 0.013
Transfer student 0.352 0
College-Level Variables
Transfer-out rate for four-year
beginners
— 0.338
Total average transfer-out rate 0.291 —
Total average students per
college










Proportion “Less Selective” in
Barron’s rating
0.288 0.216
Notes: Proportions may not add to one due to rounding. High school GPA omitted
for the full sample due to differences in reporting for for freshmen and transfers.
Source: MetroU administrative data.
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Table 1A.2: Logistic Regression Results using the WMA and ENT Approaches, as Log Odds
WMA ENT
Coef. Std. Err. Coef. Std. Err.
College 1 0.199*** 0.033 0.224*** 0.039
Entry age 0.008* 0.004 -0.017 0.011
Female 0.282*** 0.016 0.226*** 0.024
U.S. citizen 0.084* 0.014 0.061 0.022
Black -0.088** 0.032 -0.053 0.052
Hispanic -0.279*** 0.032 -0.247*** 0.046
Asian -0.048 0.032 0.006 0.042
Pell Grant recipient -0.325*** 0.037 -0.195*** 0.053
Black*Pell -0.035 0.045 -0.125 0.078
Hispanic*Pell -0.012 0.044 -0.132 0.068
Asian*Pell 0.012 0.046 -0.006 0.060
State funding recipient 0.025 0.025 0.047 0.039
Family income 0.178*** 0.011 0.310*** 0.021
Economic disadvantage flag 0.495*** 0.028 0.402*** 0.042
Eligible for low-income, high-talent program -0.045 0.027 0.010 0.465
Dependent 0.210*** 0.042 0.124 0.080
Total financial award offered upon application 0.373*** 0.014 0.310*** 0.021
Live in same state as college -0.032 0.032 0.007 0.047
Live outside of the college state, in the U.S. -0.110* 0.043 -0.098 0.058
Live outside of the U.S. 0.262*** 0.045 0.210*** 0.067
Live within 100 miles of college 0.116*** 0.017 0.081** 0.029
Speak limited English 0.030 0.019 0.054* 0.028
Disabled 0.308*** 0.063 0.226* 0.099
Attended public high school 0.112*** 0.021 0.201*** 0.033
Enrolled within 15 months of high school graduation 0.275*** 0.029 0.249*** 0.052
High school GPA 0.429*** 0.011 0.451*** 0.017
High school GPA squared 0.041*** 0.007 0.049*** 0.012
Number of college credits earned in high school 0.157*** 0.010 0.161*** 0.015
State English test score in 12th grade 0.046*** 0.010 0.039* 0.015
State math test score in 12th grade -0.024* 0.010 0.043** 0.016
Applied to one MetroU college 0.086* 0.036 -0.010 0.059
Applied to two MetroU colleges 0.258* 0.125 -0.105 0.064
Applied to three MetroU colleges 0.725** 0.210 -0.161** 0.059
Applied to four MetroU colleges 0.907*** 0.207 -0.172** 0.059
Applied to five MetroU colleges 0.882*** 0.207 -0.229*** 0.063
Applied to six MetroU colleges 0.838*** 0.206 -0.298*** 0.053
Enrolled in September 0.154*** 0.031 0.241*** 0.053
Enrolled in 2002 -0.043 0.031 -0.019 0.046
Enrolled in 2003 -0.113*** 0.032 -0.064 0.046
Enrolled in 2004 -0.105** 0.032 -0.038 0.047
Enrolled in 2005 -0.080* 0.032 0.028 0.047
Enrolled in 2006 -0.082** 0.031 0.011 0.047
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Enrolled in 2007 -0.101** 0.031 0.001 0.047
Enrolled in 2008 -0.111 0.079 0.174 0.142
Transfer-out rate -3.049*** 0.031 -2.662*** 0.294
WMA Groupings (4,149 total groups) X X — —
Constant -0.253 0.137 0.113 0.305
Notes: Omitted category is “white” for race, “live in same city” for place
of residence, “0” for college application, “January” for enrollment month,
and 2001 for enrollment year. *p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001.
Source: MetroU Administrative Data
Table 1A.3: Alternative Within-Matched-Applicant Measures of College Effects on Ten-year,
Within-College BA Completion Rates for Four-year Beginners






































College 1 1.383*** 0.048 1.265*** 0.041 6.4 0.000 4.9 0.000
College 2 0.904** 0.043 0.850*** 0.035 -2.1 0.017 -3.4 0.000
College 3 0.864* 0.067 0.854*** 0.056 -3.1 0.029 -3.5 0.004
College 4 0.884** 0.025 0.945 0.033 -2.5 0.004 -1.2 0.082
College 5 1.075 0.041 1.012 0.031 1.5 0.077 0.2 0.714
College 6 1.477*** 0.057 1.291*** 0.040 8.4 0.000 5.5 0.000
College 7 0.966 0.042 1.068* 0.032 -0.7 0.399 1.4 0.043
College 8 0.873* 0.060 0.981 0.041 -2.9 0.022 -0.4 0.647
College 9 0.945 0.063 1.044 0.047 1.0 0.373 0.8 0.367
College 10 0.672** 0.141 0.676*** 0.078 -6.7 0.003 -6.8 0.000
College 11 0.475*** 0.122 0.567*** 0.098 -12.7 0.000 -10.0 0.000
Notes: For the logistic regression coefficients, *p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001.
Control variables include student race, family income, Pell Grant status, the interaction between race and Pell
Grant status, state grant aid status, special college program status, age, sex, citizenship status, dependent
status, single parent status, place of permanent resident, total financial aid awarded prior to four-year
college entry, whether or not a student is disabled, whether or not a student speaks proficient English,
whether students attended a public or a private high school, whether the college geographically proximate
to a student’s high school, whether or not a student started college in the 15 months following high school
graduation, high school GPA, squared high school GPA, math state test scores, English state test scores,
number of college-applicable high school credits, number of MetroU colleges to which the studies applied,
the year and month of college entry, and average college transfer out rates.



































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































Table 1A.7: The Effects of College-level Characteristics on BA Completion for Four-year Beginners,
as Odds Ratios
Coef. Std. Err.
Transfer-out Rate (std) 0.893 0.064
Size (std) 1.340* 0.130
Percent Underrepresented Minority (std) 0.903 0.157
Percent Pell Grant recipient (std) 1.121 0.115
Mid-Selective rating 0.817 0.218
Random Intercept (std. dev.) 0.137*** 0.031
Individual-level controls X
Month, year, and application controls X
Constant 0.327*** 0.198
Notes: The omitted category for “mid-selective rating” is non-selective rating.
*p<0.05, **p<0.01, ***p<0.001.
Source: MetroU administrative data.
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1.B Appendix B: The Case of Two-to-Four-year Transfer Students
1.B.1 Introduction
In addition to the population of four-year beginning students, the MetroU system data also
incorporates information for students who have started in a two-year program at an MetroU
college and who have subsequently transferred to a four-year MetroU program or college. As with
many public colleges, the transfer population is large at MetroU: at any given point, two-thirds of
MetroU’s total student population attending four-year colleges is comprised of transfer students
and transfer students additionally obtain roughly 60 percent of all MetroU bachelor’s degrees.
However, empirical accounts of transfer students’ experiences and outcomes are limited for a
variety of reasons, including data constraints, analytical difficulties resulting from transfer
students’ multiple college selection processes, and theoretical challenges given substantial
differences in transfer students’ family background and educational preparation, as compared with
four-year beginning students (see Ciocca Eller and DiPrete 2018, Online Appendix B for an
elaboration of these issues). Though the latter two challenges remain in the present study, I
analyze college effects separately for the distinct pool of 44,470 students who transfer from
two-year to four-year colleges within the MetroU system, while also comparing college effects
estimates for transfer students with those of four-year beginning students. I do so because of the
large proportion of two-to-four-year transfer students that comprises the four-year MetroU
system13 as well as the importance of the transfer pathway to traditionally underrepresented
students who seek to earn a BA (Bailey et al. 2015; Bowen et al. 2009; Fink and Jenkins 2017;
Jenkins, Davis and Fink, John 2016).
1.B.2 Data
Table 11 presents the population of four-year beginning students in each MetroU college,
separated by gender, racial background, family financial status, and transfer status (both inside
and outside MetroU). I measure family financial status using an indicator in the data capturing
13Transfer between different four-year campuses also is a common path within the MetroU system. On the whole,
30 percent of MetroU students start at one MetroU college and transfer to another. So, while the population of
four-to-four-year transfers on MetroU colleges’ campuses is not inconsequential, it is nowhere near as large as the
population of two-to-four-year transfer students. For this reason, I focus on the two-to-four-year transfer population
in this paper rather than the four-to-four-year transfer population.
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Table 1B.1: Proportional Distribution of Student Characteristics among Two-to-Four-Year Transfer






































College 1 4,266 0.421 0.260 0.199 0.215 0.325 0.505 0.096 0.031
College 2 3,822 0.398 0.331 0.126 0.261 0.282 0.493 0.124 0.057
College 3 6,287 0.405 0.638 0.108 0.129 0.125 0.428 0.100 0.084
College 4 4,960 0.382 0.373 0.340 0.152 0.136 0.583 0.173 0.073
College 5 3,716 0.301 0.291 0.214 0.302 0.193 0.535 0.201 0.092
College 6 6,443 0.383 0.210 0.292 0.411 0.087 0.657 0.147 0.071
College 7 2,610 0.499 0.118 0.323 0.410 0.149 0.595 0.215 0.094
College 8 2,872 0.272 0.048 0.392 0.521 0.040 0.719 0.101 0.090
College 9 2,338 0.349 0.091 0.599 0.190 0.121 0.575 0.232 0.131
College
10
4,155 0.532 0.135 0.386 0.305 0.173 0.652 0.102 0.061
College
11
3,001 0.220 0.010 0.923 0.055 0.012 0.600 0.143 0.135
Note: Total n=44,470.
Source: MetroU administrative data.
whether or not students have received a federal Pell Grant. I use this indicator because the
variable for student income is incomplete. However, Pell Grant status, reported via federal
financial aid forms, clearly demonstrates whether a student’s family income is above or below
$50,000, providing useful information pertaining to students’ financial status.
Though the MetroU administrative data enable me to construct robust measures of college
effects on BA completion for transfer students, two caveats are present. First, I cannot observe
students who transfer into an MetroU college from outside of the system. According to MetroU’s
Office of Institutional Research, about half of all transfer students come from outside of the
MetroU system (personal communication). However, these non-MetroU students possess
comparable entry characteristics to MetroU transfer students and, based on extensive interview
research I have conducted, non-MetroU and MetroU transfer students tend to encounter similar
experiences and challenges (Ciocca Eller 2017, 2019). Thus while I cannot provide an exact
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estimate of college effects for non-MetroU transfer students, the findings reported for MetroU’s
two-to-four-year transfer students likely are a strong indication of the BA completion rates
non-MetroU two-to-four-year transfers also possess. Second, transfer students are more
right-censored than four-year beginners. Based on MetroU’s data collection procedures, transfer
students remain in the data for only twenty semesters, even if they have transferred to a four-year
college very late in the observation period. So, for example, it would be difficult to observe
whether a transfer student who moved to a four-year college in semester 18 went on to earn a BA.
For this reason, I include a control in all transfer models indicating the semester during which
they have transferred to take right-censoring into account. I also incorporate a variety of variables
from students’ two-year college experience for the transfer population such as total credits
accumulated and two-year GPA, among others. I do so because these characteristics are important
indicators of transfer students’ future success in the four-year context.
1.B.3 Methodological Shifts to Accommodate Two-to-Four-year Transfer Students
I employ both entropy balanced (ENT) and within-matched-applicant (WMA) models for the
analysis of two-to-four-year transfer students as described in the main body of the text. However,
I cannot evenly apply WMA models to four-year beginners and to two-to-four-year transfer
students, in that I only observe students’ initial college application and admissions decisions
rather than this information at the point of transfer. I address the issue of uneven application of
the WMA approach differently, inserting different statistical controls into the WMA models for
transfer students. These controls include whether or not transfer students have listed a four-year
college as their first choice in their initial college application, viewing this variable as a proxy for
self-perceptions about skill and ability. I also control for student experiences accrued during
two-year college attendance, such as credit accrual and AA completion, which I list in full in Table
12.
While the comparison of college effects by racial background and family income is relatively
straightforward, comparing four-year beginners with transfer students is more complex. This
complexity emerges from the fact that transfer students have accumulated college experiences, and
course credits, prior to four-year college entry, whereas the four-year beginning students have not.
Most analysts have addressed this complexity by comparing transfer students only with those
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four-year beginners who have progressed to their third year of college or who have accumulated a
similar number of credits (Monaghan and Attewell 2015). However, this approach is difficult when
estimating school effects since the four-year beginners already have received the “treatment” of the
college for a prolonged period of time. I therefore primarily compare transfer students with
four-year beginners who are just starting college, but take care to address possible inconsistencies
between the two groups in two ways.
In the first of these approaches, I balance the four-year beginning and transfer student
samples using ENT by relying only on pre-college characteristics, save for the GPA measure which
instead is a composite of four-year beginners’ high school GPA rescaled to a four-point measure
and transfer students’ two-year college GPAs. I make this adjustment because two-year college
grades are arguably a more precise metric of transfer students’ academic preparation than are
their high school grades. In the second approach, I incorporate this same measure, as well as a
variety of additional composite controls, in the outcome equation, coding four-year beginners into
the following variables established for two-year students: credits accumulated, AA completion,
transfer-in semester, application to a four-year college, acceptance to a four-year college, and need
for remediation. For the first three of these variables, I simply set the value for four-year beginners
to “0.” On the remaining three, I code them according to students’ actual behavior, so that
four-year beginners receive a “1” for applying to and being accepted by a four-year colleges and a
“0” or a “1” on remediation according to the MetroU system’s categorization strategy. I also
compare four-year beginners and freshmen by including only four-year beginners who have
progressed to their third year of college in the sample to mimic the typical behavior of transfer
students, though this strategy is less optimal because it confounds the college effect. Regardless,
this sensitivity check yields similar results, confirming the robustness of my results.





Mean Std. Dev. Mean Std. Dev
Individual-level Variables










U.S. citizen 0.692 0.629
Permanent resident 0.205 0.238
Visa-holder / refugee 0.044 0.059
Undocumented 0.039 0.039
Unknown 0.019 0.042
Pell Grant recipient 0.521 0.569
State funding recipient 0.591 0.562
Family income 44,972.27 46,373.99 37,662.11 34,870.11





Total financial award offered
upon application
4,189.409 3,085.406 3,647.80 2,587.42
From same city as college 0.816 0.835
From same state as college 0.065 0.033
From outside the college state 0.040 0.037
From abroad 0.079 0.095
Live within same geographical
boundaries as college
0.352 0.336
Speak limited English 0.285 0.274
Disabled 0.020 0.029
Single parent 0.030 0.054
Attended public high school in
same city as college
0.638 0.610
Enrolled within 15 months of
high school graduation
0.819 0.720
High school GPA — 75.661 6.732
Number of college credits
earned in high school
3.794 0.889 3.352 0.967
State English test score in 12th
grade
74.743 13.259 66.361 14.004
State math test score in 12th
grade
76.378 13.931 69.165 14.811
Number of MetroU colleges to
which applied
3.347 2.326 2.524 2.432




Enrolled in four-year college in
January
0.141 0.220
First enrolled in MetroU
system in 1999
0.030 0.085
First enrolled in MetroU
system in 2000
0.047 0.134
First enrolled in MetroU
system in 2001
0.121 0.138
First enrolled in MetroU
system in 2002
0.135 0.146
First enrolled in MetroU
system in 2003
0.137 0.137
First enrolled in MetroU
system in 2004
0.141 0.130
First enrolled in MetroU
system in 2005
0.134 0.113
First enrolled in MetroU
system in 2006
0.128 0.081
First enrolled in MetroU
system in 2007
0.119 0.037
First enrolled in MetroU
system in 2008
0.008 N/A
Transfer student 0.352 1
College-Level Variables
Transfer-out rate for four-year
beginners
— —
Transfer-out rate for transfer
students
— 0.204
Total average transfer-out rate 0.291 —
Total average students per
college









Proportion “Less Selective” in
Barron’s rating
0.288 0.419
Two-year College and “Hybrid”
Variables
Applied to a four-year college 0.753 0.297
Accepted at a four-year college 0.663 0.041
Needed remediation 0.285 0.626
Total two-year credits 15.925 25.454 45.286 22.643
Earned an associate’s degree 0.177 0.503
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Prior academic achievement 80.087 7.739 —
Two-year college GPA — 2.825 0.606
Proportion of total credits
completed in year one
— 0.924 0.162
Earned 24 credits in first year at
two-year college
— 0.275
Amount of financial distribution
from two-year college
— 2606.362 1511.242
Passed reading placement test
on first try
— 0.219 0.413
Passed math placement test on
first try
— 0.355
Passed writing placement test
on first try
— 0.453
Transfer semester — 6.194 2.807
Two-year college: College 3 — 0.152
Two-year college: College 6 — 0.115
Two-year college: College 10 — 0.117
Two-year college: College 11 — 0.065
Two-year college: College 12 — 0.047
Two-year college: College 13 — 0.114
Two-year college: College 14 — 0.119
Two-year college: College 15 — 0.154
Two-year college: College 16 — 0.019
Two-year college: College 17 — 0.096
Two-year college: College 18 — 0.03
Note: Proportions may not add to one due to rounding.
Source: MetroU administrative data.
1.B.4 Incorporating Transfer Students into the Estimation of College Effects
In addition to producing different results according to students’ racial backgrounds and family
income status, another important dimension of difference in BA completion outcomes is students’
college entry status. As discussed in the “Introduction,” transfer students comprise about
two-thirds of the overall student population at MetroU’s four-year and comprehensive colleges.
Accordingly, an understanding of the overall effectiveness of MetroU colleges is incomplete without
the consideration of these students. I begin by examining the naive estimates of ten-year,
within-transfer-college and any-college BA completion rates for students who transfer from a
two-year to a four-year college or program between the fall of 2001 and the spring of 2008.
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College 1 71.6 56.3 1 77.5 63.9 1
College 2 61.2 56.3 3 66.4 63.9 4
College 3 61.1 56.3 3 68.4 63.9 2
College 4 55.5 56.3 6 63.9 63.9 5
College 5 50.0 56.3 7 62.5 63.9 5
College 6 62.2 56.3 2 69.6 63.9 2
College 7 48.8 56.3 7 60.5 63.9 9
College 8 60.0 56.3 3 63.7 63.9 5
College 9 40.1 56.3 10 50.3 63.9 10
College 10 51.7 56.3 7 57.0 63.9 8
College 11 36.5 56.3 11 44.6 63.9 11
Note: Rankings are constructed based on the presence of statistically significant differences in the mean BA
completion values of each college using pairwise tests. Non-significant differences are signified by “ties.” So,
the average, ten-year within-college BA completion rate in College 2 differs significantly from that posted in
College 1, but the difference between College 5 and College 7 is not statistically significant.
Source: MetroU administrative data.
As with the four-year beginning students, Table 1B.3 conveys that substantial variation
exists both between and within colleges in students’ BA completion rates. In terms of
between-college differences, the range of BA completion rates spans nearly 40 percentage points
when observing the within-college figures, and around 30 percentage points when examining the
any-college rates. That said, these between-college differences are not all statistically different, as
Colleges 2, 3, and 7 are statistically identical when examining the within-college BA completion
rates and Colleges 4, 5, and 8 are statistically identical according to the any-college rates. Turning
to within-college differences, these discrepancies are also quite large, though the proportion of
graduates and non-graduates are more skewed towards completion for transfer students. This
result suggests that some MetroU colleges may prove more effective for transfer students as
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compared with four-year beginners, a hypothesis I turn to below.
First, however, I define between-college effects for the distinct group of transfer students
using the ENT approach. Unlike the models I calculate for four-year beginners, these analyses
incorporate information concerning students’ experiences in two-year colleges, since these have
transpired prior to four-year entry and likely impact transfer students’ BA completion outcomes.
The results, produced in Table 1B.4, again are expressed first as an odds ratio taken from each,
separate logistic regression model, where the ratio expresses the difference between students
attending the focal college and students attending the non-focal college. They then are expressed
as the percentage point difference between the predicted actual and counterfactual within-college,
ten-year BA completion rates for students attending the focal college; these two sets of results are
quite equivalent due to the strong covariate balance, as they were for freshmen.
The results in Table 1B.4 show some notable differences between the average college
effectiveness measures generated for four-year beginners and those displayed here for transfer
students. First, while Colleges 4, 5, and 8 possess relatively neutral effects for average, four-year
beginners, their impacts are much more pronounced for transfers. Colleges 4 and 8 increase
transfer students’ likelihood of BA completion by 3 and 7 percentage points, respectively, above
the counterfactual rate that would be produced if these students were to attend the average,
non-focal MetroU college. Meanwhile, College 5 lowers transfer students’ likelihood of completion
by 5.1 percentage points as compared with the counterfactual. Second, whereas Colleges 2 and 3
have negative effects on the average BA completion likelihood of four-year beginners, they appear
to have relatively neutral effects for transfer students. That said, the remainder of the colleges
demonstrate more similar effects on both transfer students and four-year beginners. Though the
size of these effects varies depending on the focal group (for example, College 1 possesses a smaller
positive effect and College 11 posts a much more negative effect), the direction and statistical
robustness of the effects remains the same.
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Table 1B.4: Entropy Balanced Measures of College Effects on Ten-year, Within-College BA Com-
















College 1 1.155* 0.067 2.7 0.034
College 2 1.002 0.056 0.1 0.966
College 3 1.172 0.199 3.2 0.430
College 4 1.145** 0.042 3.1 0.001
College 5 0.800*** 0.049 -5.1 0.000
College 6 1.791*** 0.124 12.6 0.000
College 7 0.955 0.052 -1.1 0.370
College 8 1.378*** 0.066 7.2 0.000
College 9 1.228 0.145 4.2 0.150
College 10 0.710*** 0.076 -7.7 0.000
College 11 0.127*** 0.759 -35.9 0.000
Notes: College effects are estimated using the ENT approach. For the odds ratio results, *p<0.05; **p<0.01;
***p<0.001. Control variables include student race, family income, Pell Grant status, the interaction between
race and Pell Grant status, state grant aid status, special college program status, age, sex, citizenship status,
dependent status, single parent status, place of permanent resident, total financial aid awarded prior to four-
year college entry, whether or not a student is disabled, whether or not a student speaks proficient English,
whether students attended a public or a private high school, whether the college geographically proximate
to a student’s high school, whether or not a student started college in the 15 months following high school
graduation, high school GPA, high school GPA squared, math state test scores, English state test scores,
number of college-applicable high school credits, number of MetroU colleges to which the studies applied,
the year and month of initial college entry, the semester of transfer, number of college credits accumulated,
two-year GPA, whether or not a student has received an associate’s degree, remedial status, best English
and math college placement test scores, financial aid disbursed by the two-year college, and whether students
have applied to and been accepted at a four-year college.
Source: MetroU administrative data.
Yet the results in Table 1B.4 do not provide a direct comparison of college effectiveness for
four-year beginners and transfer students. I gain greater insight into this issue by calculating
within-college effects for the combined sample of four-year beginners and transfer students using
ENT models, where transfer status serves as the treatment. I balance the four-year beginning and
transfer student samples by relying on pre-college characteristics, but I control for a variety of
two-year experiences in the outcome model, as described in the “Methods” section above.
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College 1 1.059 0.180
College 2 1.264 0.320
College 3 0.419*** 0.196
College 4 1.042 0.252
College 5 1.108 0.345
College 6 0.820 0.267
College 7 0.777 0.307
College 8 0.967 0.231
College 9 0.720 0.218
College 10 1.141 0.225
College 11 1.019 0.329
Notes: College effects are produced using the ENT approach. Values are expressed as odds ratios, *p<0.5;
**p<0.01; ***p<0.001. Control variables include student race, family income, Pell Grant status, the in-
teraction between race and Pell Grant status, state grant aid status, special college program status, age,
sex, citizenship status, dependent status, single parent status, place of permanent resident, total financial
aid awarded prior to four-year college entry, whether or not a student is disabled, whether or not a stu-
dent speaks proficient English, whether students attended a public or a private high school, whether the
college geographically proximate to a student’s high school, whether or not a student started college in the
15 months following high school graduation, high school GPA, high school GPA squared, math state test
scores, English state test scores, number of college-applicable high school credits, number of MetroU colleges
to which the studies applied, the year and month of initial college entry, the semester of transfer, number
of college credits accumulated, two-year GPA, whether or not a student has received an associate’s degree,
remedial status, and whether students have applied to and been accepted at a four-year college, and transfer
status.
Source: MetroU administrative data.
As Table 1B.5 shows, freshmen and transfer students actually achieve quite comparable BA
completion results in all colleges save for College 7, where transfer students have considerably
lower odds than four-year beginners of attaining a BA. These findings align with existing research
demonstrating that once adequate controls are incorporated into statistical models, transfer
students and four-year beginners graduate at equivalent rates (Monaghan and Attewell 2015).
However, since transfer students on average represent a greater proportion of underrepresented
minority and Pell Grant students with lesser academic preparation, their overall likelihood of BA
completion as compared with four-year beginners tends to remain lower, regardless of college
impacts. The fact that these four-year colleges do not enable transfer students to graduate at a
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higher rate than four-year beginners suggests that inequality between the two groups still remains.
1.B.5 Explaining College Effects among Transfer Students
The results reported above show that despite substantial compositional differences between the
MetroU colleges in terms of students’ racial and economic backgrounds, these discrepancies do not
directly explain variation in BA completion for transfer students. In addition, the transfer-out rate
and college size are not directly predictive of BA completion for transfer students, either, as
expressed in Figure 4. While the coefficient on the transfer-out rate is negative and that on size is
positive, as they are for four-year beginners, they do not reach statistical significance at the
p<0.05 level. Considering the large size of the student sample, it is unlikely that lack of
information is the cause of this statistical uncertainty.
These findings raise the question of whether the transfer-out rate and college size differently
impact the likelihood of BA completion for four-year beginners versus transfer students. I address
this question by incorporating both transfer students and four-year beginners, as well as
interactive effects between transfer status and both the transfer-out rate and size, into an
additional regression equation. I equalize transfer students and four-year beginners along a variety
of dimensions, such as the need for remediation and BA receipt, as described in the “Methods”
section. The results, reported in Table 16, indicate that while the transfer-out rates equally
impact four-year beginners and transfer students, larger college size increases transfer students’
odds of BA completion at a substantially lower rate than that of freshmen. Accordingly, the
qualities for which college size proxies differently impact four-year beginners and transfer students.
In addition, as demonstrated in Table 17, the incorporation of college-level variables does not
explain between-college variation in BA completion outcomes among transfer students. As the
coefficient on the random intercept (b=0.18) conveys, substantial unexplained variation in random
intercepts remains despite the incorporation of college characteristics.
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Figure 1B.1: The Relationship between College-level Characteristics and College Effects for Transfer
Students
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Source: MetroU administrative data.
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Table 1B.6: Interactive Effects between Transfer Status and College Transfer-out Rate and Size on
BA Completion, as Odds Ratios
Coef. Std. Err.
Individual-level controls X
Month, year, and application controls X
College transfer-out rate (std) 0.111 1.209
College size (std) 1.472* 0.156
College percent underrepresented minority (std) 0.791 0.822
College percent Pell Grant recipient (std) 3.541 1.512
College mid-selective rating 0.762 0.262
Transfer student 0.760*** 0.090
Transfer*Transfer-out rate 1.001 0.232
Transfer*Size 0.835*** 0.015
Applied to a four-year college 0.974 0.055
Accepted at a four-year college 1.072 0.026
Transfer semester 0.920*** 0.006
Prior academic achievement 1.558*** 0.008
Prior academic achievement squared 1.028*** 0.005
Needed remediation 0.930*** 0.018
Total two-year credits 1.021*** 0.001
Earned an associate’s degree 1.275*** 0.025
Random effect (sd) 0.167*** 0.012
Constant 0.491 0.730
Notes: The omitted category for “mid-selective rating” is non-selective rating.
*p<0.05, **p<0.01, ***p<0.001
Source: MetroU administrative data.
Future research therefore should examine whether other college characteristics are more
predictive of BA completion and explanatory of college-effects for transfer students, especially
since none of the college-level characteristics included in the present analysis has a strong
relationship with completion. Based on my interview research, some possible explanatory
mechanisms for transfer students at the college level include efficiency of the credit transfer
process, the clarity of the major declaration process, the extent of specific mentoring, advising,
and academic support for transfer students, and the ability to connect with peers in students’
selected major field of study (Ciocca Eller 2017).
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Transfer-out Rate (std) 0.863 0.072
Size (std) 1.312 0.226
Percent Underrepresented Minority (std) 0.917 0.186
Percent Pell Grant recipient (std) 1.147 0.170
Mid-Selective rating 0.622 0.181
Random Intercept (std. dev.) 0.181*** 0.042
Individual-level controls X
Two-year college controls X
Month, year, and application controls X
Constant -0.159*** 0.044
Notes: The omitted category for “mid-selective rating” is non-selective rating.
*p<0.05, **p<0.01, ***p<0.001.
Source: MetroU administrative data.
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2 The Correlates of College Effectiveness: Organizational
Characteristics Associated with Bachelor’s Degree Completion
Abstract
Recent research has shown that some colleges are more successful than others in facilitating
bachelor’s degree (BA) completion, net of students’ pre-college characteristics and accounting
for the selection process into college. Yet the organizational mechanisms driving this variation
remain unclear. In this paper, I examine the relationship between 46 college characteristics,
drawn from the expansive literature on school performance, and college effectiveness in regards
to BA completion. Using longitudinal administrative data for the 11 baccalaureate-granting
colleges within a large, urban, public university system in the United States, as well as
organizational data from and the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS),
I find that the racial composition and distribution of pre-college academic achievement in each
college are core explanations for differences in BA effectiveness. However, a variety of more
malleable college attributes, including expenditures on student support and trajectories
through science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) majors, also are closely
related to BA effectiveness, often in ways unanticipated given the existing literature. By
identifying the correlates of effectiveness both for the overall average student and for the
average underrepresented minority or low-income student, this paper develops insights into
potential policy levers for improved organizational performance.
2.1 Introduction
Why are some bachelor’s degree-granting colleges more successful than others at graduating their
students, especially among colleges with similar admissions standards and student populations?
Given the increased attention to organizational accountability in educational contexts (Kelchen
2018), and growing public awareness of inequality in college experiences and outcomes by race and
social class (Aisch et al. 2017; Ashkenas et al. 2017), this question is of substantial interest to
scholars, policy makers, and higher education leaders, alike. However, most research on bachelor’s
degree (BA) completion focuses on individual, rather than organizational, outcomes and
explanations (Pascarella and Terenzini 2005). This expansive literature has generated sustained
insights into factors predictive of BA completion at the individual level, yet it has only just
started to examine the impact of individual-level experiences on organization-level BA completion
effects. It also has not extensively analyzed the set of structural characteristics, compositional
dynamics, and academic pathways at the organizational level that additionally may produce
college effectiveness – either in regards to BA completion or other important outcomes. To
paraphrase Coleman (1986: p. 1322), most research has focused on the individual without “moving
back up again” to the macrosocial (or in this case, organizational) level of analysis.
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One potential reason for this omission is a lack of sufficient data resources capturing
college-level data (Arum and Roksa 2016). However, recent research employing administrative
data from several public university systems has found strong empirical evidence of “college effects”
on BA completion (Ciocca Eller 2019; Cunha and Miller 2014; Kurlaender et al. 2016).14 These
effects represent the independent, organizational impact of colleges on degree completion once
students’ pre-college characteristics and the selection process into college are taken into account.
The establishment of these effects lays the foundation for an evaluation of why some colleges
perform better than others in regards to BA completion, both on average and in regards to
particular student groups. Ciocca Eller (2019), for example, finds substantial heterogeneity in
college effects by student race and income, raising the possibility that organizational
characteristics and practices that have a positive impact on the outcomes of certain student group
are less, or even negatively, impactful for others. While scholars have begun to explore these
possibilities using interview-based research on single colleges or through comparative case studies
(Armstrong and Hamilton 2013; Mullen 2011; Stuber 2012), larger-scale efforts to identify and
explain variation in college-level outcomes remain quite limited.
In this paper, I use the Metropolitan University administrative records, matched with
college-level data from the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS), to analyze
the organization-level correlates of college effectiveness, both on average and for two groups of
students traditionally underrepresented in higher education, underrepresented minority (URM)
and low-income students. Though this study focuses on 11 colleges within a single university
system, it generates findings that are likely to generalize to other higher education contexts due to
the strong resemblance between MetroU’s colleges and those colleges attended by the majority of
four-year enrollees: they are public (61 percent of all U.S. students attending four-year colleges are
enrolled such institutions), mainly commuter in orientation (50 percent), have less selective
admissions policies (68 percent), and a completion rate of between 55 and 65 percent within six
years of college entry (the national rate is 59 percent) (Indiana University Center for
Postsecondary Research n.d.; Snyder et al. 2018 Table 326.1 ). Using MetroU’s administrative
data in conjunction with IPEDS also enables me to expand on and test explanations for student
14While college effects are estimated using individual-level information on BA completion, they still distinctly
isolate the independent contribution of colleges to degree completion by omitting all “post-treatment” variables, or
students’ experiences while actually attending college.
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success typically generated at the individual level of analysis in elementary, secondary, and higher
education contexts.
From a methodological perspective, studies examining the relationship between school
characteristics, school context, and school effectiveness typically rely on regression approaches. In
these studies, scholars generate school-level variables as compositional averages, inserting these
terms as independent predictors of the overall school effect (Angrist et al. 2013; Jennings et al.
2015; Lee et al. 1997; Oseguera 2005). Yet as Thrupp et al. (2002) argue, the challenge of defining
school contextual characteristics as compositional averages, alone, is that these averages may not
adequately proxy for the theoretical substance analysts actual wish to examine. As they write:
“The art [is] to construct statistics (not just compositional averages) that appropriately summarise
the relationships [between variables] and reflect upon the hypothesised process by which the
compositional effects operate” (2002: p. 487). In response to this logic, I define 46 college-level
independent variables based on existing theory and empirical results, some of which are
constructed using compositional averages but many of which are not. I then correlate these
variables with the college effects established in existing work (Ciocca Eller 2019), drawing on the
qualitative logic of “thick description” to depict the explanatory landscape for college effects in the
MetroU system. While this methodological approach limits my ability to establish causal
relationships, it does allow me to chart previously unrecognized relationships between separate
college-level variables and between curricular pathways and college performance. For example, it is
possible that the relationship between college size and BA completion cited in existing research
(Ryan 2004; Titus 2004) is in fact an unidentified curricular effect, or that the negative impact of
an “undeclared” major on college persistence (Leppel 2001; St. John et al. 2004) actually results
from time spent in college without a focused academic pathway rather than “undeclared” status,
itself.
In addition to examining college effectiveness for the overall, average student, I also analyze
the organization-level characteristics and curricular practices that make certain colleges
particularly (in)effective for URM and low-income students. To date, most literature focused on
explaining the performance of URM and lower-income students in higher education has focused on
“college quality” (Bowen et al. 2009), typically defined as the admissions selectivity of the college.
Substantial evidence affirms the positive impact of increased college selectivity on BA completion
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for URM and low-income groups (Alon 2015; Dale and Krueger 2014; Kurlaender and Grodsky
2013), and yet, only about 15 percent of all URM students and 20 percent of low-income students
attend highly selective colleges (Horn et al. 2006). Considering that college effectiveness for URM
and low-income students differs even among groups of colleges that are equally selective (Bowen et
al. 2009; Ciocca Eller 2019), other college characteristics and curricular practices may help to
explain these discrepancies. At a time when more URM and low-income students are enrolled in
four-year colleges than ever, but when the BA gaps between these two groups and
non-URM/higher-income students remains at 15 to 20 percentage points (Ginder et al. 2018),
identifying the college characteristics and practices that are particularly (in)effective for URM and
low-income students is especially important.
2.2 What Predicts College Effectiveness?
A vast literature examines factors predictive of student-level outcomes in elementary, secondary,
and postsecondary contexts. Yet this literature is limited in regards to identifying factors that may
explain school-level effectiveness for three key reasons. First, scholars focused on higher education
have not adequately theorized or tested important explanatory patterns established in elementary
and secondary education in the context of colleges and universities. For example, although scholars
of K-12 education have developed extensive theoretical and empirical research on peer and teacher
effects (Rivkin et al. 2005; Sacerdote 2011), scholars focused on higher education tend to pursue
these issues less consistently and less rigorously. A similar challenge emerges when considering the
area of curricular tracking by race and social class in K-12 schooling versus higher education.
Second, the higher education literature has examined only a small number of college-level
characteristics and practices to explain students’ discrepant BA completion outcomes or overall
college effectiveness (Bailey et al. 2005; Chen 2012; Oseguera 2005). Several related factors
underlie this issue, including findings from K-12 education suggesting that schools contribute less
to student outcomes than individual characteristics (Coleman et al. 1966) and the tendency of
higher education scholars to focus on “college quality” above other college characteristics (Bowen
et al. 2009). However, since existing research indicates that between-college differences account for
30 percent of the overall variation in college effectiveness net of individual student inputs and the
selection process (Ciocca Eller 2019), it is likely that organizational characteristics and practices
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matter nontrivially in producing positive (or negative) college-level impacts on BA completion.
Third, scholars often have treated curricular choices in higher education as both static and
individually determined, focusing on the impacts of certain fields of study over others on BA
completion or labor market returns once students have declared a major (Gerber and Cheung
2008). However, curricular pathways are dynamic and determined in large part by the choice sets
present in specific higher education organizations. I explore the implications of this set of issues
below for developing a more comprehensive approach to explaining college effectiveness, while also
translating these findings into hypotheses concerning the relationship between college effectiveness
and college characteristics and practices.
2.2.1 Structural Characteristics and Student Expenditures
The expansion of higher education in the United States over the past half-century has created a
more diverse and sizable landscape of colleges and universities than found anywhere else in the
world. Given this diversity, one of the most common ways that scholars and the general public
have come to classify baccalaureate-granting colleges and universities is to assess college
selectivity, or the proportion of student applicants accepted for college admission in any given
year. Traditionally, the most selective higher education organizations, such as those in the Ivy
League, also are deemed the “best.” This attribution partly has emerged because elite colleges
tend to serve students with the highest academic and extracurricular achievement prior to college
entry as well as the greatest financial resources (Alon 2015). This intensive “selection effect” has
raised the empirically interesting and substantively important question of whether more selective
colleges positively impact student outcomes, net of students’ pre-college characteristics and
experiences. Accordingly, despite scholars’ relatively limited focus on other college-level
characteristics that impact students’ likelihood of BA completion, the issue of college selectivity
has received substantial attention.
Broadly speaking, the literature focused on selectivity has found heterogeneous effects
across student groups. There is strong consensus that more highly selective colleges increase the
BA completion likelihoods of URM and low-income students (Alon and Tienda 2005), yet less
evidence suggesting that these colleges have similarly beneficial effects for white or higher-income
students (Heil et al. 2014). In addition, Ciocca Eller and DiPrete (2018) have noted that studies
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focused on selective colleges and universities often fail to acknowledge that such organizations
cannot in and of themselves equalize opportunities and outcomes for URM and lower-income
students due both to capacity constraints and to the continued prevalence of structural inequality
in higher education admissions practices. As a result, less knowledge exists concerning the college
characteristics beyond selectivity that may equalize BA completion outcomes among students
from different racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic backgrounds.
A small group of scholars recently has started to remedy this issue, examining the impacts
of two other structural characteristics, college size and college sector (i.e. public or private), on
students’ chances of BA completion. Using nationally representative data, these scholars have
found that larger colleges increase students’ likelihood of BA completion (Ryan 2004; Titus 2004)
as do private colleges (Kim 2007; Titus 2006), net of student characteristics, though it remains
unclear how these characteristics impact college-level effectiveness. In addition, scholars have not
yet explored the mechanisms underlying findings pertaining to size and sector, making it difficult
to interpret the meaning or policy relevance of the statistical significance of either coefficient –
especially considering that more recent research has found that the effects of both size and private
sector status become indistinguishable from zero when incorporated into statistical models
alongside other college-level characteristics (Chen 2012). The effects of college size and sector
therefore may in fact reflect either correlation structures in the data or the masked effects of other
college characteristics more strongly related to BA completion rates, suggesting the importance of
explicitly examining correlations between variables before entering them into regression analyses
(Thrupp et al. 2002).
Understanding that other college characteristics beyond selectivity, size, and sector may
affect students’ likelihood of BA completion, a largely overlapping group of scholars also has
analyzed the impact of college expenditures on student outcomes (though see also Gansemer-Topf
and Schuh 2006).Specifically, scholars have examined college-level independent variables including
spending on academic instruction, academic support, and student services, among others. The
results pertaining to these variables are mixed. While some studies have established positive
relationships between BA completion and spending on both student services spending and
academic instruction and support (Gansemer-Toph and Schuh 2006; Ryan 2004), others have not
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(Chen 2012; Titus 2006).15 Accordingly, no satisfactory answer exists regarding whether or how
college expenditures impact individual BA completion or college effectiveness, especially given
that scholars have found no effect of school resources on student outcomes in elementary or
secondary school contexts (Morgan and Jung 2016).
Though relatively limited in scope, the set of findings on the impact of college characteristics
and college expenditures on BA completion lay the foundation to define and analyze a series of
college-level variables that may correlate strongly with college effectiveness. First, more selective
colleges should appear more effective. In the case of MetroU colleges, only two categories of
selectivity are represented; but even this small amount of variation should reveal patterns of
interest. Second, college size should correlate positively with college effectiveness. That said, size,
itself, also should correlate strongly with other college-level variables that explain an even greater
proportion of the variance in college effects. In other words, “size” is likely not the underlying
mechanism leading some students to graduate at higher rates than others or for some colleges to
add greater “value” than others. Third, college expenditures on academic instruction and support,
as well as on student services, also should correlate positively with college effects. It also is likely,
however, that they correlate even more strongly with each other given the mixed results reported
in existing research. Finally, though private colleges likely correlate positively with college
effectiveness, this hypothesis cannot be tested given that the MetroU colleges are all public.
2.2.2 Peer and Teacher Effects
Both peers and teachers are important elements of the school context with the potential to affect
individual student performance and average school performance in relation to a wide array of
outcomes. While peers and teachers (or professors) also are central to students’ experiences in
higher education organizations, the majority of scholarship on the effects of peers and teachers on
students’ outcomes has focused on elementary and secondary education.16 That said, the K-12
15The lack of clear evidence in this area likely results from the high level of correlation between various student
expenditure variables as well as diverse data sources and model specifications across the studies. No two studies rely
on the same nationally representative data, nor do they incorporate the same individual-level covariates.
16There are two potential explanations for the discrepancy of focus on peer and teacher effects in K-12 versus higher
education. First, the identification of peers and teachers in K-12 education is methodologically more straightforward
than in higher education due to the organization of students into distinct classrooms. Second, large data collection
efforts by federal agencies such as the National Center of Education Statistics (NCES) only recently have begun to
implement clustered sampling at the level of colleges and universities rather than elementary and secondary schools,
making it more difficult to define peer or teacher effects in higher education than in K-12 settings. Furthermore,
88
literature, as well as the more limited number of studies pertaining to colleges and universities,
contain important findings that potentially have explanatory power for college effects in addition
to students’ individual likelihood of BA completion. In regards to peer effects, scholars focused on
elementary and secondary education have found small but statistically significant positive effects
of a 1.0 point increase in average peer test score on a focal student’s own math and English test
scores, ranging from about 0.01 to 0.9 standard deviations, net of students’ prior academic
achievement (Sacerdote 2011). Scholars also have identified a consistent and positive effect of the
proportion of female students in the classroom on the achievement of all students, finding that in
classrooms with a higher proportion of female students produce test score increases of between 0.5
and 6 points (Hoxby 2000; Lavy and Schlosser 2007).
In higher education contexts, two studies have found similarly small but positive main
effects of peers’ academic ability on individual student outcomes using the “natural experiment” of
random student assignment to dormitories, in the order of 0.05 GPA points in one highly selective
U.S. university (Sacerdote 2001) and 0.08 standard deviations in one Italian university (Brunello
et al. 2010). Two additional studies have found that a college’s average level of academic
achievement, based on students’ pre-college test scores, positively predicts students’ chances of BA
completion (Astin and Oseguera 2005; Ryan 2004 ). Turning to another aspect of peer effects in
college settings, multiple studies have found that students who attend college part-time have
higher dropout rates (Stratton et al. 2007), perhaps due to inadequate integration into a college’s
student community (Weiler and Pierro 1988). It therefore seems plausible that both academic
composition and attendance status correlate strongly with college effectiveness, serving as
large-scale “peer effects” informing the overall college environment. Specifically, the average
pre-college distribution of academic achievement should correlate positively with college
effectiveness, as should the proportion of female students and the proportion of full-time students.
In addition to these main effects, scholars also have observed non-linearities in peer effects
in elementary and secondary education, suggesting that effects are not constant across the
distribution of student ability or background characteristics. Hoxby and Weingarth (2005), for
example, use data from elementary schools in Wake County, North Carolina to find that students
the best data sources for statistically robust estimates of these effects is administrative, encompassing entire school
populations. Yet the practice of sharing higher education administrative data with academic researchers is relatively
recent and relatively rare, whereas it is more extensive in the elementary and secondary contexts.
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in the ninth and tenth deciles of the test score distribution benefit most from the addition of peers
also in the highest deciles, while students in the first decile benefit most from the addition of peers
in the second and third deciles. This finding indicates the classroom homogeneity in student
ability may increase all students’ performance, net of student background characteristics. In
regards to effects by racial identification, both Hoxby (2000) and Hanushek et al. (2009) use data
from public elementary schools in Texas to find strong “intra-race” effects on test scores, showing
that black students’ test scores are more negatively affected by the addition of black peers into
their classrooms or schools than are white students. In addition, Legewie and DiPrete (2012)
analyze the impact of peer-SES composition on student outcomes using administrative data from
Germany, showing that male students’ test scores respond more positively than female students’
to increases in the average socioeconomic composition of their classmates, net of prior academic
ability.
Placing the results pertaining to academic ability and student race side by side reveals an
important tension. On average, student race is highly correlated with academic achievement, in
that white and Asian students achieve higher GPAs and test scores than do black or Hispanic
students (Baker et al. 2018). As such, the act of organizing classrooms, schools, or even higher
education organizations based on the principle of homogeneity in student ability, otherwise known
as “academic tracking,” typically also entails imposing greater racial segregation (Alon 2015; Oakes
1985; Tyson 2011). Beyond the negative implications of such an arrangement for equality of
educational opportunity, the positive effects of “achievement homogeneity” on the average
student’s performance likely are counterbalanced for URM students by the negative effects of
compositional homogeneity by race.17 Translating these offsetting effects to the context of BA
completion in higher education, colleges that possess a more condensed distribution of students’
pre-college academic achievement are likely also to be those with the greatest average effectiveness.
However, if the more condensed academic achievement distribution is accompanied by a high
proportion of URM students (itself a byproduct of racialized tracking), then the potentially
positive correlation between homogeneity of academic achievement and college effectiveness may
17An important caveat to this statement concerning the negative impacts of racial homogeneity in the classroom
emerges from historically black colleges and universities (HBCUs), where black students have been shown to have
academic performance that is equal to, if not greater than, black students attending predominantly white higher
education organizations (Allen 1992; Kim and Conrad 2006). It is likely that larger cultural and compositional
dynamics are at the root of this difference.
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not appear as strongly or at all. In addition, a decrease in the average socioeconomic composition
of the student body should correlate negatively with average college effectiveness.
In regards to teacher effects, numerous studies focused on elementary and secondary schools
have confirmed that teachers one standard deviation above average in the overall quality
distribution have a strong, positive impact on a) students’ short-term learning and test score gains
(Rivkin et al. 2005; Ruzek et al. 2015); b) students’ behaviors and attitudes in regards to learning
(Blazar and Kraft 2017; Jennings and DiPrete 2010); and c) students’ long-term outcomes
including likelihood of college attendance, likelihood of having a child while being a teenager, the
quality of the neighborhood in which the student lives as an adult, and earned income in early
adulthood, among other outcomes (Chetty et al. 2014; Hanushek 2011). These effects in part may
operate via student-teacher ratio, as schools with larger student-teacher ratios have higher
dropout rates (Rumberger and Thomas 2000). In addition, using both state-level administrative
data and nationally representative data, scholars have found some evidence that black and white
students who are assigned to own-race teachers achieve higher math and English test scores
(Egalite et al. 2015) and are less likely to be rated as disruptive, frequently inattentive, or as
rarely completing homework (Dee 2005), net of student fixed effects. Student-teacher interactions
therefore appear to play an important role in explaining average levels of student achievement
while also potentially serving as a mechanism to explain differences in school effectiveness by
students’ racial background.
Scholars also have examined the impact of faculty-student interactions in higher education
contexts, typically finding that students who interact more with faculty members enjoy positive
impacts on outcomes ranging from academic achievement to social integration (Kezar and Maxey
2014). However, these results rely on students’ self-reports of faculty effectiveness collected from
“student experience surveys” at the college- or national-level, which have been shown to suffer
from a lack of empirical validity (Porter 2011). While these limitations cast some doubt on the
validity of “faculty effects” findings for the average student, more conclusive empirical evidence
exists in support of the benefits of same-race faculty for students of color. Here, Price (2010) has
used administrative data from Ohio to find that same-race instructors in STEM lead to an
increase in STEM persistence by around 4 percentage points among black STEM students
following the first year of enrollment. Furthermore, similarly rigorous research has found that an
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increased proportion of part-time faculty members corresponds with a small but statistically
significant negative effect on degree completion in two-year college settings (Jaeger and Eagan
2009). It also is plausible that patterns similar to those found for faculty members extend to
college administrators, who on average have received less empirical attention.
Translating these findings to the present context, colleges that have a higher ratio of
same-race faculty or administrators to students also should appear to be the most effective
colleges in regards to BA completion, especially among URM students. Meanwhile, colleges that
have a higher ratio of part-time to full-time instructional staff should appear less effective. In
addition, given the results pertaining to student-teacher ratios in elementary and secondary
education, colleges with a greater number of faculty members serving fewer students should
correlate positively with college effectiveness.
2.2.3 Curricular Experiences and Pathways
Scholarly interest in the relationship between college curriculum and student outcomes is a
relatively recent phenomenon (Gerber and Cheung 2008), emerging in conjunction with
advancements in core theories of social stratification, such as the Raftery and Hout’s (1993)
concept of “maximally maintained inequality” (MMI) and Lucas’s (2001) theory of “effectively
maintained inequality” (EMI).18 Contrary to earlier literature on educational transitions, which
argued that the higher the level of educational transition, the smaller the effect of social class
background on that transition (Hauser and Logan 1992; Hout 1988), both MMI and EMI propose
a different relationship between social class and educational attainment. With MMI, Raftery and
Hout argue that the effects of social class background on educational attainment only will lessen
when those who hold the highest social class positions achieve total participation in a given
educational level. With EMI, Lucas builds on this concept to argue that no level of education can
reach total saturation by upper-class individuals due to “horizontal,” or qualitative, dimension of
educational experiences. These more granular, horizontal distinctions within levels suggest that
those with highest social class locations will define and dominate educational experiences and
attainment ad infinitum. Both MMI and EMI therefore lay the foundation for studies that
18Both of these theories argue that despite substantial educational expansion – or increased participation in pro-
gressively higher levels of education – in countries around the world, social class background should continue to
dictate the hierarchy of educational attainment.
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examine increasingly detailed aspects of students’ college experiences, such as college curriculum.
The literature in this area as it pertains to BA completion can be divided into four dimensions:
remedial education and “gateway” courses, academic achievement and academic progress, major
field of study, and the structure of students’ course-taking trajectories.
Remedial and Gateway Courses In large part because of inadequacies in academic
preparation prior to college entry, over 20 percent of four-year and 50 percent of two-year college
beginners experience remedial or “developmental” education courses at the start of their college
careers (Complete College America 2012). Remedial courses typically do not count towards degree
completion and instead are designed to bridge academic gaps between high school and college in
core subjects such as English, mathematics, and writing. In contrast, “gateway courses” are
credit-bearing academic requirements, usually in English and math, which students typically are
required to pass before proceeding onto additional coursework.
Though distinct, scholars and policy makers often have discussed remedial education and
gateway courses together due to heated debates concerning the efficacy of remediation (Bailey and
Jaggars 2016). One of the primary purposes of remediation is to provide students with the
academic skills to pass gateway college courses, and yet recent scholarship has suggested that
remediation rarely meets this goal. Within two-year colleges, Bailey and colleagues (2015) have
used a wide array of state-level administrative data to find that only about 11 percent of students
who have received remediation pass gateway math. Within four-year colleges, Bettinger and Long
(2004) have shown that students who take either remedial math or English also attempt roughly
13 fewer credits and drop out of college during the first year at a rate of 6 percent higher than
students not in remediation. Though the authors do not comment on the role of gateway courses
explicitly, it is quite plausible that an inability to pass gateway English or math may serve as the
underlying mechanism driving these discrepancies between students who have taken remedial
courses and those who have not.
Due to the importance of remediation and gateway courses for ensuring academic progress,
it seems likely that the concentration of students and timing of both kinds of courses impacts
college effectiveness in regards to BA completion. Colleges with high proportions of students in
remedial education, whether due to the insufficiency of those students’ pre-college academic
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preparation or because of more stringent remedial education policies, should appear less effective
than colleges with a lower proportion of students in remedial education. In addition, colleges that
facilitate higher passing rates for gateway courses should have more positive college effects than
those that do not. Finally, the timing of both remedial and gateway course-taking should impact
college effectiveness: colleges that enable students to take and pass these types of courses during
their first academic year should appear more effective than colleges in which students remain
either in remedial or gateway courses for a longer period of time.
Academic Performance and Progress During College Given the predictive power of high
school academic achievement for students’ subsequent academic and BA completion outcomes in
college, it is unsurprising that students’ college grades also affect their outcomes. Holding a vast
array of pre-college and college-level variables constant, Ciocca Eller and DiPrete (2018) have
found that a one standard deviation (or 0.7 point) increase in college grade point average (GPA)
decreases students’ odds of four-year college dropout by over 20 percent among white and URM
students. The authors also find that differences in the distribution of college GPA accounts for
nearly one half of the BA completion gap between white and URM students, making it an
important contributor to racial inequality in college outcomes. By extension, GPA likely is a
contributor to gaps in BA outcomes between lower- and higher-SES students. Some scholarship
also has found that timing of academic achievement may impact student outcomes, with early
achievement of good grades increasing the likelihood of BA completion and shortening time to
degree (Yue and Fu 2017). In a similar vein, scholars have studied the first year of college as a
particularly important time for college integration and adjustment (Pascarella and Terenzini 2005;
Tinto 1993), suggesting that any breaks or gaps in attendance during this time may prove
particularly consequential for the likelihood of BA completion.
Accordingly, colleges with higher mean GPAs among first-year college students should
appear more effective than those with lower mean GPAs, while those that possess smaller, average
GPA gaps between white and URM students and higher- and lower-SES students, should appear
especially effective for URM students and lower-SES students. Meanwhile, colleges with a high
proportion of students who experience breaks or gaps in attendance during the first college year
should prove less effective, as this dynamic may proxy inadequate support for student integration.
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Major Field of Study Among the dimensions of college curriculum that scholars have
investigated, major field of study has received the greatest attention – perhaps because of the
heterogeneity in labor market returns attached to one’s college major (Altonji et al. 2016; Kim
et al. 2015). For the present analysis, the questions of how field of study affects BA completion,
and whether those impacts are heterogeneous by student background, are of special interest.
Across nearly four decades of research, the findings pertaining to these questions have been quite
mixed. For example, early studies found that natural science majors on average lower students’
chances of BA completion while more recent analyses suggest the opposite (Oseguera 2005).
Greater consensus has emerged for other fields, such as the positive impact of business and health
majors on BA completion and the negative impact of arts and humanities majors (Arcidiacono
2004).
In regards to heterogeneity of effects by student background, scholars have found that the
selection process into majors potentially explains a larger proportion of variation in college
outcomes than major field of study, itself. For example, using data from Duke University,
Arcidiacono and colleagues (2012) have shown that declines in the GPA gap between black and
white students between freshman and senior year can be explained completely by students’ initial
selection into majors. In the context of Duke University, black students on average choose fields of
study that typically are less technical in orientation and have less rigorous grading standards, such
as the social sciences, than fields of study that white students more commonly enter, such as the
natural sciences. Other research focused on a larger array of elite universities has confirmed this
finding (Charles et al. 2009), though it is unclear whether these findings extend to non-elite
university contexts. In relation to social class, AdamutiâTrache and Andres (2008) have found
that students’ initial stores of class-based cultural capital impact both entry into and persistence
to degree in STEM fields in Canadian universities, net of students’ gender. A larger array of
research has considered gender gaps in STEM (DiPrete and Buchmann 2013; Xie and Shauman
2003), though gender inequalities are not the focus of the current study.
Perhaps the clearest findings on field of study patterns pertain to the lack of major, often
called “undeclared” or “undecided,” on students’ chances of BA completion. Studies on field of
study indecision confirm that undeclared status lowers students’ odds of persistence from the first
to second year of college by around 50 percent (Leppel 2001; Jamelske 2009; St. John et al. 2004)
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and the odds of degree completion by between 30 and 40 percent (Ciocca Eller and DiPrete 2018).
Considering that most colleges require that students pursue an academic speciality to complete a
BA, this finding is in some ways endogenous. Yet it raises the important, related question of how
timing of major declaration impacts BA completion, with research suggesting that earlier
declaration leads to more positive BA completion outcomes among students (Yue and Fu 2017).
Translating this array of findings to the explanation of college effectiveness, it seems likely
that students’ distribution into various fields of study also have a strong impact on average and in
explaining between-group differences. The clear findings pertaining to undeclared status suggest
that colleges with a high proportion of students that remains undeclared in progressively more
advanced semesters should appear less effective. In addition, the proportion of STEM majors
should correlate strongly with college effectiveness, though it is unclear from the existing literature
whether that correlation will be positive or negative.19 Relatedly, since more students transfer out
of STEM majors to “easier” majors more frequently than any other initial field of study
(Arcidiacono 2004), it is possible that colleges and universities with a high proportion of initial
STEM majors that efficiently shift these students into non-STEM majors also are highly effective.
Variables capturing heterogeneity in field of study participation by student race and SES
also may help to explain college effectiveness for URM and low-income students, in particular.
Given existing research showing that a larger proportion of black students, and especially black
male students, enters college “undeclared” than white students (Dickson 2010; St. John et al.
2004), it is likely that the proportion of URM (and perhaps, low-SES) students that arrives at
college undeclared, or that remains undeclared over the course of multiple semesters, correlates
strongly and negatively with college effectiveness for these student groups. It also is plausible that
high levels of participation by URM and lower-SES students in technical fields such as STEM may
contribute to lower observed levels of college effectiveness for URM and lower-income students,
especially if coupled with periods of field of study uncertainty following STEM departure.
19From the perspective of student performance, the difficulty of STEM fields may decrease BA completion rates
within them, while the more lucrative labor market outcomes connected to STEM fields and the significant self-
selection into STEM, even net of prior academic achievement and student characteristics (CITE), may increase BA
completion rates among STEM students. From the perspective of organizational practices, colleges and universities
that enable high BA completion rates among STEM students also may excel at providing academic support and
guidance to students in all fields; yet these same colleges and universities also may dedicate too large a proportion of
their resources and attention to STEM versus non-STEM students, creating a net negative impact on overall college
effectiveness.
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The Structure of Curricular Pathways Through College The last area of curricular
analysis, the structure of curricular pathways, is more developed in the literature in relation to
two-year than to four-year colleges.20 One of the most comprehensive curricular reform strategies
in the two-year context is the “guided pathways” approach to academic and curriculum support,
which scholars have proposed as an alternative to the existing “cafeteria-style model” (Bailey et al.
2015). The logic of the guided pathways strategy is to design college curriculum and support
services to align with students’ educational and career end goals. In practice, this strategy entails
the development of “more clearly structured, educationally coherent program pathways” (Bailey et
al. 2015: p. 2) in which students are advised and supported to choose clear-cut major fields of
study with pre-set course requirements and default course sequences. While students can opt out
of default sequences to increase their individual agency and choice, research has found that the
vast array of curricular options within most two-year college contexts can lead to confusion and
inadequate academic progress rather than the intended sense of independence or freedom to chart
one’s own course (Rosenbaum et al. 2006; Scott-Clayton 2011). The guided pathways approach
builds on this literature to suggest that developing thoughtfully structured, coherent curricular
trajectories, with some but relatively limited student choice required, can improve student
outcomes.
Though scholars have not directly translated this perspective to the four-year college
context, the similarities between the typical student bodies of two-year colleges and less-selective
four-year colleges, including strong representation among URM and lower-income students, make
it likely that curricular structure, clarity, and choice also are important issues in explaining BA
completion and college effectiveness in the MetroU system. Applying the logic of guided pathways,
colleges that include a smaller number of curricular choices should prove more effective in
enhancing BA completion, as should those colleges that channel a high proportion of their
students into a small number of well-defined curricular options early on in the college career. From
the perspective of explaining differences in between-college performance by race and SES, colleges
that guide students from these backgrounds into structured, coherent curricular pathways at high
rates should be more effective for URM and lower-income students than those that do not.
20In two-year colleges, extremely low average rates of associate’s degree completion, which currently hover below
40 percent within six years of initial college entry (Radford et al. 2010), have led to in-depth conversations among
scholars and policy makers concerning how best to address this challenge.
97
2.2.4 Summary
Table 2.1 summarizes the hypotheses generated through this review of relevant literature, as well
as whether each listed factor should correlate positively or negatively with college effectiveness.
This table also indicates the hypotheses that especially pertain to identifying college effectiveness
among URM and low-SES students, which will be explored in the analyses below.























Proportion of part-time students X
Proportion of female students X
Proportion of URM students X X
Proportion of white students X
Proportion of Asian students X







Average faculty-student ratio X
Ratio of part-time to full-time
faculty
X












undeclared after one academic
year
X X
Proportion of students who
depart during first academic
year
X
Proportion of students in
remedial education
X
Proportion of students that pass
gateway courses in the first year
X
Proportion of students in
remedial education who also
pass gateway by year three
X
Average GPA in the first
semester of college
X X
Average number of available
majors
X X
Average number of majors
declared after one academic year
X X
Proportion of students in top
three majors after one academic
year
X X
Proportion of students in top
three majors upon graduation
X X
Proportion of students in STEM
after first year
? ? X
Proportion of students that
transfer out of STEM
X
Proportion of students that




2.3 Data and Methods
I draw the data for this study from administrative records collected on all entering students within
the Metropolitan University (MetroU) system between the fall semester of 2001 and the spring
semester of 2008, as well as from IPEDS, the public database of college characteristics maintained
by the NCES. The MetroU data provide a semester-by-semester account of students’ academic
trajectories during their time attending any college within the University system, including
information on enrollment, credit accrual, major field of study, grade point average, and degree
completion, among many other attributes. These data also match student records with data from
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the National Student Clearinghouse (NSC), making it possible to track college experiences and
degree completion outcomes for students who have transferred out of the MetroU system to any
other college within the U.S. As a result, it is possible to define college effects and college-level
explanatory variables using two different approaches. In the first, more conservative approach,
“college effects” refer to a college’s capacity to graduate students within that initial college of
entry. Accordingly, college-level explanatory variables aligned with this approach are derived only
from those students who are currently enrolled in a focal college rather than incorporating
information on students who have started in a college and subsequently transferred elsewhere.
In the second, more inclusive approach, college effects are defined as a college’s capacity to
graduate students within any college, rather than solely that college in which they have started. It
follows that college-level explanatory variables are created by aggregating student-level data for all
students who have started at a given college, regardless of the specific college they attend at any
given moment in time. This approach speaks to the reality of abundant student transfer from
college to college (about 30 percent of all four-year beginners in the MetroU system do so), yet
also defines college characteristics less precisely. Because most publicly reported data concerning
BA completion are based on the within-college definition, I use this conservative formulation both
for measures of college effectiveness and for the construction of college-level explanatory variables.
However, I also have performed all analyses by relying on the more inclusive specification and the
results do not change substantially.
The values for college effects employed in this paper, captured in Table 2.2, have been
computed using the same MetroU data set as employed in this study (Ciocca Eller 2019). They
are defined for each of the 11 MetroU colleges that offer bachelor’s degrees and represent the
average increase (or decrease) in the odds of within-college BA completion students can expect
from attending a given MetroU college as compared with the average, other MetroU college, net of
student background characteristics, the college selection process, and a trend for students’ year of
college entry. BA completion is measured ten years after the initial semester of college entry using
triangulated statistical strategies, increasing the accuracy of both BA completion rates and college
effects (Shapiro et al. 2014). I take these values from Ciocca Eller (2019), rather than defining
them here, in order to focus on possible explanations for these college-level effects.
To situate these effects, it is useful to know that the average BA completion rate for
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Notes: All results taken from Ciocca Eller (2019); see Table 1A.5 for college effects disaggregated by student
demographic characteristics; Standard errors are in parentheses; *p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001.
Source: MetroU administrative data.
four-year beginning students who complete college within the same MetroU college that they enter
is 49 percent, while that figure is 62 percent if defined as the proportion of students that starts
college at an MetroU college and graduates at any U.S. college within ten years. It is also
important to note that college effects for URM students do not fully capture the unique effects of
the MetroU colleges on black and Hispanic students: in fact, a number of colleges appear to
perform quite differently for black and Hispanic students. I return to this issue below.
I subsequently use the MetroU administrative data to generate most college-level variables
in the categories of peer effects and college curriculum (data sources and descriptive statistics for
all variables can be found in Appendix Table 2A.1). These data contain 81,985 four-year
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beginning students and 44,470 two-to-four-year transfer students embedded in eleven colleges. The
college effects I examine in this paper are defined for four-year beginning students, alone, making
these same students the focus of my analysis. However, I incorporate information pertaining to
transfer students when defining the racial, socioeconomic, and gender distributions of students
within each college. I do so because transfer students constitute an important group of peers who
should be considered as part of each college’s compositional, or contextual, environment. Two-year
transfer students also on average represent a larger proportion of URM and low-income students
who have received less rigorous pre-college academic preparation, as compared with four-year
beginnings (Ciocca Eller and DiPrete 2018: Online Appendix B). It therefore is possible that a
college’s effectiveness for four-year beginners in part derives from its capacity to adequately
integrate and serve this portion of the student body alongside its four-year beginning students.
That said, I also have completed all analyses by relying on compositional variables for four-year
beginning students, alone, and the results are not appreciably different.
I typically generate college-level variables with the MetroU administrative data by
aggregating individual-level information. For some variables, such as those signifying basic
proportions (e.g. the proportion of full-time students or the proportion of students with an
“undeclared” major in their first semester), I rely on simple sample means based on the student
population observed in each college. For the variables that are somewhat more complex, such as
the proportion of students concentrated in a college’s top three majors, I first manipulate data at
the individual level to generate the variable of interest and then produce mean values at the
college-level. Most of these data manipulations employ basic arithmetic, save for the approach I
employ to capture the uniformity of the pre-college GPA distribution. Here, I rely on a
standardized formulation of the coefficient of variation known as the Dykstra-Parsons Coefficient
(Pintos 2011), calculated as :
DPC = stdev(log(k))avg(log(k))
where k signifies the variable of interest; taking its log allows for the creation of a value bounded
by 0 and 1 for ease of interpretation. Larger values of DPC signify high levels of heterogeneity,
while smaller values signify greater uniformity. Finally, I disaggregate variables pertaining to
STEM fields into two categories, science, engineering, and math (SEM) and computer and
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information services (CIS). I do so because these pathways operate quite differently in the MetroU
system, with most SEM majors structured as more traditional liberal arts curricula while most
CIS majors guide students into more specific, vocationally-oriented paths.
Whereas I rely on the MetroU data for peer and curricular variables, I use data from IPEDS
to examine structural variables, college expenditures, and faculty and administrative effects. The
IPEDS data are reported annually by all higher education organizations that receive federal
funding, including each of the colleges in the MetroU system. These data contain aggregated
student-level information for first-time, full-time freshmen as well as college-level characteristics
such as selectivity and sector, faculty size and composition, and college revenues and expenditures,
among other variables. Unlike the MetroU data, the IPEDS data are reported at the college-
rather than individual-level of analysis, meaning that little data manipulation is required to create
the variables pertaining to selectivity and expenditures on students. However, to ensure robust
estimates for all variables taken from IPEDS, I average the IPEDS data across five academic
years, ranging from 2002 to 2006.
One set of the variables from IPEDS, those pertaining to faculty-student and
administrator-student ratios, is less straightforward. I create these variables by combining faculty,
administrator, and student count data from IPEDS and MetroU. I produce faculty-student ratios
by dividing the number of full-time faculty in a given category by the number of students in that
category, then averaging across all students attending each college. I take a slightly different
approach for administrator-student ratios, dividing the proportion of total administrators in a
given category by the proportion of students in that category. I do so because unlike faculty
members, who students encounter on a regular basis, administrators can be considered contextual
participants who students see time to time or perhaps not at all. Ratios of proportions model this
contextual relationship more effectively than numeric ratios. Notably, regardless of the
measurement strategy, the relationships between students and faculty members / administrators,
as well as between students and their peers, are defined as descriptive compositional entities rather
than more discriminating measures of student exposure in dorm rooms, classrooms, or offices,
based on the parameters of the MetroU and IPEDS data.
After creating this large array of college-level variables from the IPEDS and MetroU data, I
examine their relationship with average college effects using descriptive correlation analysis. I have
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chosen this approach both for practical and theoretical reasons. Practically speaking, the fact that
the MetroU systems contains only a small number of baccalaureate-granting colleges means that I
have very few degrees of statistical freedom to employ in regression analysis. Accordingly, the
typical approach to identifying the causal mechanisms underlying effects of interest, or
incorporating a large number of explanatory values into regression models (e.g. Angrist et al.
2013), is not feasible here. However, this limitation also has the advantage of redirecting analytical
efforts in the current paper towards an in-depth descriptive evaluation of those variables that may
prove most crucial for explanations of college performance. This approach enables me to describe
with some certainty which college-level variables correlate most strongly with positive average
college effects in the MetroU system, laying the foundation for future efforts employing more
expansive data sets to evaluate whether these correlations hold when analyzed using a causal
framework with a larger number of cases.
I ensure that the relationships between college-level variables and college effects I find are
robust by relying on several additional analytical strategies in conjunction with correlation
analysis. First, I account for differences in the precision with which both college effects and
independent variables are measured through the production and inclusion of weights. Specifically,
I follow both Bertrand and Schoar (2003) and Angrist et al. (2013) by generating a weight
variable that represents the inverse of the standard deviation of the college effects estimates. This
weight corrects for differences in the number of individual-level units that are drawn upon to
generate college effects estimates and college-level explanatory variables, producing more rigorous
and statistically accurate results.
Second, I analyze the correlation structure of those explanatory variables most strongly
related to college effects. As Thrupp et al. (2002) suggest, it is possible that the strength of any
given variable’s explanatory power lies in its correlation with other explanatory variables rather
than in anything unique to the variable, itself. I examine this possibility by residualizing those
variables most strongly correlated with college effects (r>=0.6 for structural and compositional
characteristics; r>=0.5 for curricular characteristics) of the five variables most correlated with
each of them. I do so by regressing the focal variable on its five correlates and capturing the
residuals from this regression in a new variable for further analysis. These residuals can be
considered the “pure” or structural effect of the focal explanatory variable, net of other
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explanatory variables with which it strongly correlates.
Third, I pursue a second residualizing strategy for variables that incorporate information
pertaining to race and ethnicity. Substantial literature has demonstrated the strong correlation
between racial/ethnic background and academic achievement in higher education (e.g. Bowen et
al. 2009). Effects attributed to race therefore are often enmeshed with those pertaining to
academic preparation and achievement. In addition, variables that capture the ratio between
faculty, administrators, and students of a certain racial or ethnic group by necessity are tied
strongly to the student racial composition, removing focus from the relationship and onto the
proportionate representation of certain racial groups. I address these issues by residualizing all
racial/ethnic college compositional variables of the pre-college GPA distribution for that same
student body, following a similar procedure as described above. I also residualize all faculty /
administrator ratio variables of the student racial composition. As discussed in detail below, the
residualized results provide important perspective on the nature of correlation between these
variables and college effects.
After evaluating the correlation structure between college-level variables and college
effectiveness for the “overall average” student, I turn to analyze the correlates of college
effectiveness for the average URM or low-income student. In these analyses (and throughout the
paper), I use students’ status as Pell Grant recipients to indicate their family income, as students
who receive Pell Grants must have family incomes below $50,000 per year. More broadly, I focus
on whether differences exist in the impact of those college-level variables most closely related to
overall average effectiveness when it comes to effectiveness for URM or low-income students: a
strategy that allows me to test the hypothesis that certain college characteristics and experiences
are more or less tied to sub-group effectiveness than average effectiveness. I pursue this strategy
by relying on two different statistical tests. The first of these uses the Fisher-z transformation to
convert correlations into z-values connected to an approximately normal distribution. Once I
complete this transformation, I am able to test for the equality of correlations across two different
samples by generating a test statistic. So, in the present context, I test for the equivalence of the
correlation of a focal independent variable with overall average college effects versus with
sub-group college effects.
While this first approach allows me to maintain a correlation framework of analysis, it is
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limited in its explanatory power because of the small size of the analytical sample in this paper –
an issue I will discuss more below. I therefore employ a second statistical test rooted in a basic,
bivariate regression framework. Here, I regress both overall average college effects and sub-group
effects on a focal independent variable, capturing the regression coefficient (or slope) on this
variable in postestimation. I subsequently employ a basic Wald test to assess the statistical
equivalence of the slopes generated from each of the regressions. Notably, this approach moves
away from a correlation framework, instead imposing linearity on the test of the two relationships
of interest. Yet given the small sample size, this imposition in some ways provides more
information concerning the statistical difference between two sets of relationships between college
effects and an independent variable of interest than does the Fisher-z transformation.
As one further step to examine the dynamics underlying college effectiveness for
traditionally underrepresented groups by race and income, I additionally develop a series of odds
ratios to explore the representation of dominant versus non-dominant groups in a variety of
curricular pathways. I do so as a means of exploring whether inequality in students’ experiences
by race and income is in itself an important contributor to college (in)effectiveness in the MetroU
system, both for the overall average student and for the average URM or low-income student.
Odds ratios represent an optimal approach for comparing two groups because these measures are
invariant to group size and therefore more robust than ratios, alone.
Finally, I examine potential explanations for differences in college effects for the two groups
of students that comprise the “URM” category, as Table 2 suggests that some of the most effective
colleges for black students (i.e. Colleges 4 and 9) are among the least effective for Hispanic
students, while a number of other colleges (i.e. Colleges 3, 5, and 10) appear to perform better for
Hispanic than black students. These findings suggest that the characteristics associated with these
distinct groups of colleges also may diverge, driving the observed differences in effectiveness. I
analyze this possibility by performing basic t-tests of differences in mean values for the set of
structural, compositional, and curricular characteristics examined throughout the paper,
restricting the analysis to the sub-group of colleges that appear to perform differently for the two
groups. I weight these tests first using the weights defined in relation to college effects for black
students and then for Hispanic students to ensure robust estimates. In doing so, I gain a focused
window in which to identify variation in the college characteristics of colleges that appear to
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perform differently for black and Hispanic students.
2.4 Results
2.4.1 Correlations between College Effects and Structural Characteristics, College
Expenditures, and Compositional Characteristics for the Overall Average
Student
In examining the correlation between college characteristics, college expenditures, and
peer/faculty/administrator (or, “compositional”) effects and college effectiveness in the MetroU
system, a number of unexpected findings emerge. Figures 2.1 and 2.2 depict the relationship
between those explanatory variables most correlated with college effects, where r is greater than
or equal to 0.6 (the correlations for the full set of variables can be found in Appendix Table 2A.2).
The most correlated variables include college selectivity, size, and spending on students, as well as
the proportion of full-time and Asian students, the uniformity of the pre-college GPA distribution,
the average student-faculty ratio for full-time faculty, the ratio of URM faculty to students, and
the ratio of the proportion of white and Asian administrators to students. Notably, the pre-college
GPA distribution is not in and of itself as highly correlated with average college effectiveness, nor
are compositional characteristics such as the proportion of URM students or Pell Grant recipients.
These findings suggest that in basic, bivariate analyses, students’ average pre-college academic
achievement and URM status are not as central to college effectiveness as other factors.
Accordingly, college effectiveness appears more tightly tied to college structures and practices that
students encounter once they arrive on campus, rather than their individual characteristics, alone.
As existing literature would predict, both college selectivity and size are positively
correlated with college effectiveness, as are the proportions of full-time and Asian students and the
ratio of URM faculty to students. In contrast, the ratio of white and Asian administrators to
students is negatively correlated with college effects, suggesting that colleges with large
proportions of white and Asian administrators but small proportions of white and Asian students
possess lower average college effects. This finding indirectly aligns with research suggesting that
students of color benefit most from faculty members and other college leaders who identify with
the same racial group, since colleges with a high proportion of white and Asian administrators
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Figure 2.1: Correlations between Most Associated Structural and Compositional Characteristics
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Confidence Interval College Effect (% change in odds)
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Corr=0.801





























Confidence Interval College Effect (% change in odds)
Student Instruction Spending (% increase over min)  
Corr= − 0.642





























Confidence Interval College Effect (% change in odds)
Academic Support Spending (% increase over min)  
Corr= − 0.765






























Confidence Interval College Effect (% change in odds)
Student Services Spending (% increase over min)  
Corr= − 0.816






























Confidence Interval College Effect (% change in odds)
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Corr=0.877
Source: MetroU administrative data.
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Figure 2.2: Correlations between Most Associated Structural and Compositional Characteristics
and Average College Effects, Part 2
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Confidence Interval College Effect (% change in odds)
Ratio of White Admins to White Students (% increase over min)  
Corr= − 0.693































Confidence Interval College Effect (% change in odds)
Ratio of Asian Admins to Asian Students (% increase over min)  
Corr= − 0.708
Source: MetroU administrative data.
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very likely possess a lower proportion of administrators of color.
Findings pertaining to the pre-college GPA distribution are more unexpected. Here, the
uniformity of the pre-college GPA distribution is negatively correlated with college effects,
indicating that colleges in the MetroU system that have more academically homogeneous student
bodies on average are less effective than those with more academically heterogeneous student
bodies. This finding provides some initial evidence that challenges Hoxby and Weingarth’s (2005)
conclusion in the K-12 context that the addition of peers with similar academic abilities increases
average student performance. Further unexpected findings emerge from the correlations between
college effects and expenditures on various aspects of the student experience, as well as the
full-time faculty to student ratio. Each of these variables is strongly and negatively correlated
with college effects, a finding that existing research would not anticipate.
I unpack these unexpected findings by examining the relationships between the variables
most highly correlated with college effects and the other structural and compositional variables
available in the data, displayed in Table 2.3, column 3. These correlations first and foremost
convey that the top correlates of college effects are themselves strongly interrelated. For example,
six of the eleven variables in Table 2.3 include “proportion of full-time students” among the most
correlated variables, while an overlapping but distinct group of six variables includes “uniformity
of the GPA distribution” among its closest correlates. Most of these overlapping relationships have
their foundations in the distribution of students’ pre-college characteristics: “proportion of
full-time students,” for example, is highly related to the ratio of URM faculty to students, which
itself is closely related to the proportion of URM students at any given college. Accordingly,
although these foundational student characteristics do not appear as highly correlated with college
effects as the variables in Table 2.3, they do significantly relate to those variables that appear
most highly correlated. In addition, most of the correlations are very high, in the order of ±0.65
to ±0.95. These numbers suggest that the predictive power of most variables in Table 2.3 in fact
emerges from a core set of college characteristics that explain college effectiveness within the
MetroU system.
I explore this possibility by residualizing the variables in Table 2.3 of all top correlates (see
column 4). Residualizing functions to control for or “scrub” the top correlates from the focal
variable, leaving only that portion of the focal variable unrelated to the top correlates. As the
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results convey, the predictive power of most variables declines substantially, at least by half, once
the most correlated variables are taken into account. In some cases, as with college selectivity, the
ratio of URM faculty to students, and the ratio of Asian administrators to students, the
correlations in fact switch signs once I residualize the focal variables. This finding indicates that
the portion of these two characteristics orthogonal to their own top correlates is quite differently
related to college effects than the characteristics in their non-residualized forms. So, in the case of
college selectivity, once I account for college size, the proportion of full-time students, the
proportion of Asian students, the ratio of Asian faculty to students, and pre-college academics,
selectivity appears to be a very weak, negative driver of college effects rather than a strong
positive drive.
Table 2.3: Residualized Correlations between College Effects and Top Structural Characteristics, Expendi-


















(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)
Structural Characteristics & Expenditures
Selectivity 0.602
(0.049)
Size (0.90); Ratio of Asian faculty
to students (0.78); Pre-college
academic achievement (0.70);





Selectivity (0.90); Ratio of Asian
faculty to students (0.87);
Proportion full time (0.87);
Proportion of students who depart
during first year (-0.82);
Proportion of students who declare







Academic support expenses (0.91);
Ratio of white admins to students
(0.73); Ratio of Asian admins to
students (0.70); Uniformity of
GPA (0.71); Proportion of students
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Proportion of students in remedial
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Proportion full time (-0.93); Ratio
of Asian admins to students (0.92);
Ratio of URM faculty to students
(-0.87); Ratio of URM admins to
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Student services expenses (-0.93);
Size (0.87); Ratio of URM fac to
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(0.94); Size (0.77); Proportion
full-time (0.71); Proportion URM
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Proportion URM (0.93); Academic
support expenses (0.90); Ratio of
white faculty to students (-0.90);
Proportion of students who depart
during the first academic year
(0.90); Proportion of students who








Size (-0.42); Academic support
expenses (0.34); Proportion female
(-0.33); Proportion of students
who declare a SEM major in the
first year (0.59); Proportion of
students concentrated in the three









Ratio of URM admins to students
(-0.94); Student services expenses
(-0.87); Proportion full-time
(0.87); Proportion of students
departing first year (-0.83);
Proportion of students who leave
CIS and declare a new major








Ratio of Asian admins to students
(0.93); Academic support expenses
(0.90); Proportion URM (0.90);
Uniformity of GPA (0.89);









Ratio of white admins to students
(0.93); Student services expenses
(0.92); Ratio of women faculty to
students (0.91); Proportion of
students in remedial education
(0.88); Proportion of students
departing first year (0.92)
0.040 0.158
Note: All p-values in parentheses.
Sources: MetroU administrative data and IPEDS 2002-2006.
Another particularly telling example pertains to college expenditures on students. Here, the
correlation between expenditures on academic support and college effects declines to nearly zero
once other characteristics, such as the uniformity of the pre-college GPA distribution and the
proportion of URM students, are taken into account. The correlation between expenditures on
academic instruction and college effects, in contrast, mirrors the pattern discussed above, in that
the sign of the correlation switches from negative to positive once variables including the ratio of
white and Asian administrators to students and the uniformity of the pre-college GPA distribution
are factored into the relationship. These findings suggest that the overall negative relationship
between expenditures on students and college effects in the MetroU system derives in large part
from the specific nature and needs of the student body. Colleges comprised of a higher proportion
of URM students, with high ratios of Asian and white administrators to students, and high
uniformity of pre-college academics clustered in the lower portion of the overall MetroU pre-college
GPA distribution, spend more on instruction, academic support, and student services.
Problematically, however, these increased expenditures do not appear to improve the effectiveness
of colleges that fit this profile in graduating their students, echoing findings in the K-12 literature
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that school resources are less important to educational outcomes than are other school factors
such as peer and teacher effects (Coleman et al. 1966; Morgan and Jung 2016).
Taken together, these results indicate that various aspects of colleges’ racial composition
underlie the college structural characteristics, expenditures, and compositional effects most
strongly correlated with college effects. This pattern raises the question of whether there is any
component of the racial composition of the student body or intra-race relationships that is
explicitly about “race” rather than the complex, overlapping set of factors that have generated
greater structural disadvantage for certain racial groups than others. I explore this issue by
pursuing a different residualizing strategy in which I first residualize all racial composition
variables of the pre-college GPA distribution and the uniformity of the pre-college GPA
distribution and next residualize variables signifying racial ratios of the proportion of students of
that same racial group within the student body. This procedure allows me to capture that portion
of racial composition variables orthogonal to the academic achievement distribution and the
portion of racial ratio variables that pertains directly to the faculty/administrator-student
relationship rather than proportionate representation of any particular racial group. Accordingly,
it allows me to assess whether any component of “race,” in and of itself, seems to drive the
correlations between the race-related variables and those variables most strongly related to college
effects.
Table 2.4 displays the results, where column 2 shows the initial correlation and column 3
shows the residualized correlation. The results for the proportion of URM and white students
suggest that students’ pre-college academics are the main drivers of the negative and positive
correlations with college effects, respectively. Once these two variables are residualized of the
mean level and overall distribution of pre-college academic achievement, the relationship between
college effects and the proportion of URM students is smaller and positive rather than negative,
while that between college effects and the proportion of white students is larger and negative
rather than positive. In other words, net of pre-college academics, the proportion of URM
students in fact correlates positively with college effects whereas the proportion of white students
correlates negatively. While the correlation between college effects and the proportion of Asian
students reduces in magnitude once this compositional variable is residualized of pre-college
academics, it still is positive. In sum, those aspects of college effectiveness otherwise highly
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correlated with the proportion of Asian students, such as college size, the proportion of full-time
students, and the proportion of students who depart during the first year, provide a stronger
explanation for the correlation between college effects and proportion Asian than the pre-college
GPA distribution, alone.





Proportion of URM students -0.513 0.372
Proportion of white students 0.372 -0.583
Proportion of Asian students 0.603 0.284
Ratio of URM faculty to students 0.674 0.468
Ratio of white faculty to students 0.390 0.270
Ratio of Asian faculty to students 0.591 0.077
Ratio of the proportion of URM
administrators to students
-0.550 -0.339
Ratio of the proportion of white
administrators to students
-0.693 -0.660
Ratio of the proportion of Asian
administrators to students
-0.708 -0.385
Sources: MetroU administrative data and IPEDS 2002-2006.
In terms of the ratios of faculty and administrators to students by race, residualizing these
variables results in weaker correlations but no change in the sign of the correlation. The
correlations between college effects and both the ratio of Asian faculty to students and the ratio of
the proportion of Asian administrators to students decrease most substantially, from 0.591 to
0.077 in the faculty-student condition and from -0.708 to -0.385 in the administrator-student
condition. This large decrease indicates that the powerful correlations between college effects and
the Asian faculty-student and administrator-student ratios mainly are driven by the proportion of
Asian students within the student body of each college. Meanwhile, the correlations between
college effects and white faculty/administrator to student ratios are least affected by the
residualization, indicating that the explanation for these effects primarily lies in issues other than
the representation of white students in the overall college population. Also worth noting is that
the administrator-student ratio for all three racial groups is negative, even after residualizing,
suggesting that college contexts with a larger representation of administrators of any race tend to
perform more poorly in regards to BA completion.
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Taking these findings together, a picture of the structural characteristics, expenditures, and
compositional dynamics present in MetroU colleges that most effectively support BA completion
emerges. Effective colleges are larger and more selective with a high proportion of Asian students
and full-time students. Their expenditures on students are relatively low, as is the uniformity of
the pre-college GPA distribution and the full-time faculty to student ratio. Digging into these
characteristics, other important characteristics arise: most colleges that are larger and more
selective also have a high ratio of Asian faculty to Asian students and a higher mean GPA among
incoming students. Their lower expenditures on students in large part derives from the weaker
concentration of students in lower portions of the pre-college academic achievement distribution,
as the GPA distribution is more expansive in these MetroU colleges than in those with higher
expenditures (and lower effectiveness). One potential implication here is that clustering of high-
need students in particular MetroU colleges does not appear to be an optimal strategy for
maximizing college effectiveness.
The results also suggest that more effective colleges have a lower proportion of students who
depart early on in the academic career; in fact, all college characteristics in this section that are
positively correlated with college effectiveness are negatively correlated with departure during the
first year in college and vice versa. Since “departure” in this case means that students are not
enrolled by the end of the first year, whether or not they return later on,21 this finding indicates
that students enrolled in less effective colleges may experience an initial, negative “college shock”
that informs the remainder of their college career. It also is worth reiterating that the impacts of
certain race-related variables largely are driven by the level and distribution of pre-college GPA as
well as the racial composition of the student body, rather than any factor innate or essential to
race or racial relationships. In this sense, although neither the pre-college GPA distribution nor
the representation of all racial groups appears most closely correlated with college effectiveness,
these characteristics contribute centrally to college (in)effectiveness in the MetroU system.
21Between 15 and 30 percent of students return within two semesters, depending on the college.
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2.4.2 Correlations between College Effects and Curricular Characteristics for the
Overall Average Student
In addition to the dynamics involving college structural characteristics, expenditures, and
compositional effects, college curriculum plays a central role in informing the experiences and
trajectories of students. Figures 2.3 and 2.4 show the relationships between college effectiveness
and those curricular characteristics most highly correlated with effectiveness (r>=0.50). As
compared with structural characteristics, expenditures, and compositional effects, the top
correlates among curricular characteristics on average are more weakly correlated with college
effects, with most hovering between ±0.5 to ±0.6. This difference suggests that the curricular
pathways colleges develop for their student bodies may prove less central to college effectiveness
than the incoming distribution of student, faculty, and administrator characteristics – a hypothesis
I test through a battery of chi-squared tests. These tests measure the evenness of the correlation
matrices between a focal, shared variable – in this case, the college effect – and two other variables
of interest, in this case one variable in the structural, expenditure, or compositional categories and
one variable from the curricular category. The results indicate that of the 108 possible tests
between the top correlates in each category, eighty-three, or 77 percent, reach the level of
statistical significance (see Appendix Table 2A.3), providing strong evidence that the structural,
expenditure, and compositional characteristics are the primary drivers of the college effects
observed.
However, the fact that a non-trivial number of the Wald tests do not reject the hypothesis
of equality suggests that certain curricular characteristics are just as important to explaining the
college effects observed as are the variety of non-curricular factors discussed above. Curricular
characteristics also are important because they typically are more malleable than structural or
compositional characteristics, make them a useful policy lever. With that, it is worth noting that
certain curricular dynamics appear especially important for explaining college effects, including
the proportion of students who depart during the first academic year, as discussed above
(r=-0.792 ); the proportion of students who declare a SEM major during their first year
(r=-0.872 ); and the proportion of students who pass a required gateway English course22 during
22Gateway math is only required in the MetroU system for those students seeking to specialize in a mathematic,
engineering, or scientific field.
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Figure 2.3: Correlations between Most Associated Curricular Characteristics and Average College
Effects, Part 1































Confidence Interval College Effect (% change in odds)
Prop. of Students Who Depart during First Year  
Corr= − 0.792
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Confidence Interval College Effect (% change in odds)
Prop. of Students Who Pass Gateway English  
Corr= 0.611































Confidence Interval College Effect (% change in odds)
Ave. Number of Majors Declared after First Year (% increase over min)  
Corr= − 0.536
Source: MetroU administrative data.
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Figure 2.4: Correlations between Most Associated Curricular Characteristics and Average College
Effects, Part 2






























Confidence Interval College Effect (% change in odds)
Prop. of Students Who Declare a SEM Major during First Year  
Corr= − 0.872
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Confidence Interval College Effect (% change in odds)
Prop. of SEM Transfer−Outs Who Re−declare within Two Semesters  
Corr= − 0.611
(c) Proportion of CIS Transfer-Out Students who De-






























Confidence Interval College Effect (% change in odds)
Prop. of CIS Transfer−Outs Who Re−declare within Two Semesters  
Corr= − 0.519
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Confidence Interval College Effect (% change in odds)
Prop. of CIS Transfer−Outs Who Re−declare within Four Semesters  
Corr= 0.588
(e) Proportion of CIS students who Declare by Semester































Confidence Interval College Effect (% change in odds)
Prop. of CIS Students Declared by Sem. 2 and Switched Out by Sem 4  
Corr= 0.520
Source: MetroU administrative data.
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their first academic year (r=0.611 ). The magnitude of the finding in relation to early SEM major
declaration is particularly striking, suggesting that colleges in the MetroU system with a
substantial proportion of students anticipating a SEM pathway are among the least successful. In
addition, related findings indicate that the proportion of students who transfer out of SEM, even if
these students efficiently declare a new major, also negatively corresponds with college
effectiveness – though not as strongly (see Appendix Table 2A.4 for all curricular correlations).
Accordingly, SEM pathways in the MetroU system appear especially detrimental to college
effectiveness, an issue I explore in greater detail below.
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Note: All p-values in parentheses.
Sources: MetroU administrative data and IPEDS 2002-2006.
Two other findings are important in light of the existing literature on college effectiveness.
First, there is a negative and moderately large relationship between the average number of majors
declared after one year and college effectiveness. This finding suggests that colleges that funnel
students into a broader rather than more focused array of majors in the MetroU system are
typically less effective, providing some support for the hypothesis that colleges with greater
curricular structure are more effective in facilitating BA completion than those that enable
students to funnel into a broader array of academic pathways. In addition, the timing of curricular
changes appears important in relation to CIS majors: while declaring a new major two semesters
after CIS transfer-out is negatively correlated with college effectiveness (r=-0.519 ), declaring a
new major within four semesters correlates positively (r=0.588 ). This finding indicates that
colleges pressing students towards the immediate declaration of a new major after departing from
a technical field such as CIS in fact may hinder rather than support the longer-term goal of BA
completion.
As with the non-curricular variables, I also examine the correlation structure underlying the
curricular variables in order to gain a clearer sense of the combination of factors that make certain
colleges in the MetroU system more effective than others. As Table 2.5 shows, the curricular
variables most strongly related to the top curricular correlates of college effects are the proportion
of students in remedial education, and the proportion of students who pass a required gateway
English course during their first year, and the proportion of students who depart during the first
year of college. These variables are also highly interrelated, as students taking remedial courses
likely do not have the time to take gateway courses, perhaps contributing to their decision to take
a break from college during their first year. These variables also contain important information
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about the distribution of students’ individual academic skills upon college entry, as conveyed by
the close relationship between each of the variables and the uniformity of the pre-college GPA
distribution. Knitting these findings together, colleges in the MetroU system perform most poorly
when serving concentrated groups of academically underprepared students who then are channeled
into remedial courses as a means of addressing lack of academic preparation. More broadly, the
academic experiences MetroU colleges create for students during their first year of college
attendance serve as a key indicator of their capacity to graduate students in the longer-term, a
conclusion additionally supported by the strong, negative correlations between college effectiveness
and both SEM major declaration and the overall number of majors declared during the first
academic year.
Table 2.5 also shows the results of residualizing the top curricular correlates, captured in
column 4. As with the non-curricular correlates, residualizing dramatically reduces the strength of
correlation between these top curricular characteristics and college effects. For many
characteristics, such as the proportion of students who depart during the first academic year, the
proportion of students in remedial education, and the proportion of students who declare a new
major within two semesters of CIS transfer-out, the correlation nears zero after I residualize. For
others, such as the proportion of students who pass gateway English and the average number of
majors declared after one academic year, the sign of the correlation flips, indicating a very
different relationship between these variables and college effects once the underlying structure of
student and college characteristics is taken into account. Exploring these differences provides
further insight into the characteristics of (in)effective colleges in the MetroU system.
Accordingly, the new, negative correlation between gateway English and college effects once
I residualize likely captures information about the distribution of students’ pre-college academic
experiences, as students only must take gateway English if they have not completed college
preparatory English in high school. So, net of students’ pre-college GPA and URM status, the
proportion of students passing gateway English may serve as an indicator of students’ overall
readiness for the available curricula at the MetroU colleges. In contrast, the new, positive
correlation that results from residualizing the variable for the average number of majors declared
reinforces findings pertaining to the negative effects of SEM trajectories in the MetroU system.
Once the proportion of students who leave SEM majors and declare other majors is taken into
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account, along with student service and instruction expenses and the proportion of full-time
students, the correlation between the breadth of major declaration and college effects is no longer
negative. One potential conclusion is that breadth of curricular options is most detrimental in
colleges where a large proportion of students are switching out of SEM majors. Without this SEM
constraint, breadth in fact seems to correlate positively, though not very strongly, with college
effectiveness for the average student.
2.5 Explaining College Effectiveness for Average URM and Low-Income
Students
Thus far, I have examined college characteristics encompassing structure, expenditures,
composition and curriculum in order to establish an understanding of what makes MetroU colleges
(in)effective for the average student. For the most part, the top correlates of college effects in the
categories of structure, expenditures, and composition are more strongly related to college effects
than most of the top correlates in the curriculum category. However, certain dimensions of
curriculum – especially those related to early stopout, remedial education, gateway courses,
breadth of curricular options, SEM concentration, and timing of CIS declaration and exit – also
are strongly related to college effectiveness for the average MetroU student. Beyond these
curricular components, MetroU colleges with high levels of spending on students, high full-time
faculty to student ratios, high ratios of same-race administrators to students (regardless of race),
and a high proportion of students with uniformly low pre-college GPAs are less effective for the
average student. In contrast, those with high proportions of Asian and full-time students, which
also tend to be larger and more selective, are more effective for the average student. Importantly,
the strength of correlation between college effectiveness and most non-curricular college
characteristics derives from the underlying distribution of students’ pre-college academic
achievement and demographic characteristics.
However, as Ciocca Eller (2019) has shown in existing research, college effects are
heterogeneous based on student background, with some colleges proving more or less effective for
certain groups than others. For example, as Table 2.2 depicts, College 1 is quite effective for the
“overall” average student, but is more mediocre for the average URM student. Meanwhile, Colleges
4 and 9 are differently effective for black and Hispanic students, with both of these colleges
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increasing the odds of completion for back students while lowering them non-trivially for Hispanic
students. In regards to students’ income status, only two colleges, Colleges 1 and 6, raise the odds
of completion for students receiving Pell grants, while the remainder have a neutral or negative
average effect for low-income students. This substantial heterogeneity raises the question of
whether there also are differences in the college characteristics associated with effectiveness for the
overall average student versus the average student within the sub-groups of URM and low-income
students.
As an initial step towards answering this question, I examine whether those variables most
correlated with college effectiveness for the overall average student are similarly correlated with
college effectiveness for the average URM or low-income student. As Table 2.6 indicates, the
positive or negative direction of all correlations between those characteristics most related to
college effectiveness for the overall average student, and between these same characteristics and
college effectiveness for the average URM or low-income student, is the same. Yet in the case of
many characteristics, the magnitude of the effect appears quite different. For example, while the
correlation between the uniformity of the pre-college GPA distribution and college effectiveness for
the overall average student is -0.714, it is -0.492 when considering college effectiveness for URM
students and -0.378. Other characteristics that follow a similar pattern of apparently weaker
correlations with college effectiveness for URM and low-income students include student
expenditures (though to varying degrees), along with the proportion of students who depart
during the first year, who pass gateway English, and who declare a new major within four
semesters after CIS departure. In contrast, the correlation between the proportion of students who
declare a new major within two semesters of SEM departure and college effectiveness for the
overall average student appears weaker than that between major re-declaration and college
effectiveness for the average low-income student (-0.611 versus -0.715). A similar relationship
between overall average and low-income correlations emerges in regards to the number of majors
in which students concentrate after one year, as well as the proportion of students who declare a
new major within two semesters after leaving CIS.
The differences in magnitudes between these correlations suggests that some college
characteristics are more or less important to college effectiveness for URM and/or low-income
students than they are for the overall average student. However, the numeric differences are not a
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strong statistical indication of difference without formal tests, especially because the number of
cases (or colleges) in the MetroU system is quite small. I therefore undertake two different
statistical tests to determine if the correlations between various college characteristics and college
effectiveness for the overall average student are the same as those for the average URM or
low-income student, as discussed in the Data and Methods section. I incorporate the results of the
first of these tests, the two-sample Fisher’s z test, in Table 2.6, columns 4 and 6. The results in
these two columns reveal that none of the test statistics reach the standard level of statistical
significance at p<0.05. In fact, most p-values are far above 0.05, meaning that I cannot reject the
null hypothesis that the correlation values are equal, even in scenarios where the correlation
coefficients appear very different. This result emerges in large part due to the restrictions imposed
by a small sample size: because the p-value for Fisher’s z test is based in large part on sample size,
and because small samples generally create high levels of statistical uncertainty, it is inordinately
difficult to observe a “statistically significant” difference between the correlations reported in Table
2.6. In this sense, Fisher’s z may prove too restrictive or conservative a statistical test given the
constraints of the data.
I address this issue by pursuing a second strategy that relies on formal Wald tests of
coefficient values, as described in the Data and Methods section. The results, which are captured
in Appendix Table 2A.5, demonstrates high alignment with the results from Fisher’s z test in that
very few of the differences reach the level of statistical certainty. However, some evidence emerges
for statistical differences in the correlation coefficients that appear most notably distinct in Table
2.6, including expenditures on academic support, the proportion of Asian students, and the
proportion of students who depart during the first academic year or who pass gateway English
during the first year in regards to college effectiveness for URM students, as well as the uniformity
of the pre-college GPA distribution, the ratio of white and Asian administrators to students, and
the proportion of students in remedial education in regards to college effectiveness for both URM
and low-income students, among several others. Tests of the coefficients on these variables reject
the null hypothesis of equivalence at the p<0.10 level.
This additional evidence suggests two possible conclusions. First, it could be the case that
this set of variables does, indeed, operate differently for the average URM or low-income student
than for the overall average student. In this scenario, college effectiveness for the average URM
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student would appear less negatively related to expenditures on academic support, the proportion
of students who depart during the first academic year or who take remedial courses, the
uniformity of the pre-college GPA distribution, and the ratio of white and Asian administrators to
students than is college effectiveness for the overall average student. It also would appear less
positively related to the proportion of students who pass gateway English than is effectiveness for
the overall average student. The findings also would indicate that a less strongly negative
relationship exists between college effectiveness for the average low-income student and the
uniformity of the pre-college GPA distribution, the ratio of white and Asian administrators to
students, and the proportion of students in remedial education than between college effectiveness
for the overall average student and these same characteristics.
Table 2.6: Differences in Strength of Correlation between College Effects and Top Correlates for
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Note: All p-values in parentheses.
Sources: MetroU administrative data and IPEDS 2002-2006.
Second, however, it instead could be the case that differences in these correlations are a
statistical artifact driven by the small group of colleges with large discrepancies in effectiveness for
the overall average students versus the average URM or low-income student.23 I explore this latter
possibility by dropping the colleges with the largest changes in college effects for overall average
students versus average URM (Colleges 1, 3, and 6) or low-income (Colleges 1, 2 and 11) students
from the bivariate regressions described above. I again test for the equality of coefficients using
Wald tests, but focus only on the college characteristics for which p<0.10 in the initial tests. The
results prove mixed statistical evidence, as only two of ten Wald tests reject the null hypothesis of
equality for the URM effects, while three of five Wald tests reject the null for the low-income
effects (see Appendix Table 2A.6). This discrepancy likely is due to the fact that the student
bodies of MetroU colleges are more racially than economically distinct, meaning that the removal
of “outlying” colleges in regards to college effects for URM students has a more substantial impact
on remaining correlations than this same procedure does for college effects for low-income
students. Future research should use more expansive data to examine this issue in greater depth.
As one further step to examine the dynamics underlying college effectiveness for
traditionally underrepresented groups by race and income, I develop a series of odds ratios to
explore the representation of non-dominant versus dominant student groups in a variety of
curricular pathways, many of which already have been discussed. The results, some of which are
captured in Figures 2.5 and 2.6 and the remainder of which can be found in Appendix Table 2A.8,
convey the correlation between these odds ratios and college effects, both for the overall average
23More specifically, changes in correlation strength necessarily are tied to changes in the college effect that serves as
the second variable in the correlation, since each explanatory college characteristic remains the same in all analyses.
It accordingly could be the case that large differences in effectiveness for a small sub-group of colleges drives these
statistical differences in correlation strength, rather than more general structural differences in the relationship
between these characteristics and college effectiveness for the overall average student versus the average URM or
low-income student.
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student and for the student group implicated in the odds ratio (here, URM or low-income
students). The “Fitted Values” in these figures represent the linear relationship between the odds
ratio and the college effect of interest. By examining the strength of correlation between odds
ratios and the overall average college effect versus the group-specific college effect side by side,
several useful findings emerge.
First, for many characteristics, including departure during the first academic year,
first-semester GPA, and participation in remedial education, the URM/non-URM odds ratio
variables appear more strongly correlated with overall average college effectiveness than the
variable in its original form. These differences are quite small in some cases, as with departure
during the first academic year (Figure 2.5, panel A), while in other cases, as with first-semester
GPA (initial r=0.34; Figure 2.5, panel C), the odds ratio correlations in regards to URM students
are much larger in absolute magnitude. The case of first-semester GPA is especially important, as
it suggests that college effectiveness for the overall average student in the MetroU system
potentially is more powerfully shaped by a college’s capacity to produce smaller GPA gaps
between URM and non-URM students than to produce any, particular mean GPA level. The
results similarly suggest that greater equality between URM and non-URM students in terms of
the proportion of students who pass gateway English or who declare a CIS major during the first
year aligns with larger, positive college effects. In contrast, increased overrepresentation of URM
students in the pool of students who depart during the first year, or who participate in remedial
education, correlates strongly will low college effectiveness.
Second, a number of the correlations between odds ratios and college effectiveness also are
quite strong, with correlations equal to or above ±0.5. For URM students, these include the
associations with first-year departure (-0.82), passing gateway English (0.59), and earning a high
GPA (0.57). For low-income students, they include the associations pertaining to first-year
departure (-0.52), participation in remedial education (0.61), earning a high GPA (0.62), and
declaring a SEM major during the first year (-0.69). While most of these results align with
expectations, the positive relationship between college effectiveness and the odds ratio for low- to
higher-income remedial participation is surprising. This finding suggests that as the relative
proportion of low- to higher-income students who participate in remedial courses increases, so,
too, does college effectiveness both for the overall average student and for low-income students.
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Figure 2.5: Correlations between Odds Ratios and College Effects, Part 1
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Figure 2.6: Correlations between Odds Ratios and College Effects, Part 2
(a) Odds Ratios for the Proportion of Students who
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One possible explanation for this result is racialized tracking processes: perhaps participation in
remedial courses is more stigmatizing for URM students than for low-income students, net of race.
Existing literature on racial stigmatization in higher education provides some support for this
hypothesis (Charles et al. 2007).
Third, some correlations between odds ratios and college effectiveness for the overall average
student versus the average URM or low-income student appear significantly different in size.
These include participation in remedial education, first-semester GPA, and CIS major declaration
in regards to URM odds ratios, and first-year departure, gateway English, first-semester GPA, and
SEM major declaration in regards to low-income odds ratios. Regression-based Wald tests akin to
those described earlier (see Appendix Table 2A.8) provide statistical confirmation for the
differences in regards to remedial education and CIS major declaration pertaining to URM odds
ratios, as well as first-year departure and SEM major declaration pertaining to low-income odds
ratios. These findings suggest that college effectiveness for the average URM student is less
negatively correlated with overrepresentation of URM students in remediation, and less positively
correlated with equality of representation of URM students who declare CIS majors, than it is for
the overall average student. In contrast, greater representation of low-income students among
those who depart during the first year, or who major in SEM during the first year, is more
strongly and negatively related to college effectiveness for low-income students as compared with
overall average students.
2.6 Explaining Differences in College Effectiveness for Black and Hispanic
Students
The previous section focused on the combined sample of black and Hispanic students under the
heading, “URM students.” However, as Table 2.2 suggests, college effectiveness for black and
Hispanic students can differ quite meaningfully for these two groups. I investigate the sources of
these differences by analyzing discrepancies in the mean values of the set of structural,
compositional, and curricular characteristics discussed throughout this paper, paying particular
attention to those colleges that appear to perform far better for black than Hispanic students
(Colleges 4 and 9) and vice versa (Colleges 3, 5 and 10). The results for those characteristics with
the strongest statistical evidence of differences are displayed in Table 7, while the results for all
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characteristics can be found in Appendix Table 2A.9.
As Table 2.7 shows, the colleges that are more effective for black than Hispanic students
have higher expenditures on academic instruction and student services, a higher ratio of Asian
administrators to students, higher participation in remedial courses, a larger number of majors
declared after the first academic year, and a higher proportion of SEM transfer-out students who
declare a new major within one academic year. These colleges also have a lower ratio of full-time
faculty to students, a lower proportion of students who pass gateway English during the first year,
and a lower proportion of CIS students who declare by semester 2 and transfer out by semester 4.
Table 2.7: Mean Differences in Select College Characteristics among Colleges Most Effective for
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Interpreting these findings, the two colleges that perform quite well for black students but
quite poorly for Hispanic students allocate greater financial resources to student support, perhaps
due to the high proportion of student who take remedial courses – which, as previous results have
conveyed, also suggests that these colleges have a higher proportion of students with less adequate
pre-college preparation. The colleges also provide a wider array of major field of study options,
which potentially facilitates more efficient declaration of a new major following SEM departure, as
well as high retention in CIS fields of study. In short, these colleges seem to offer greater student
support, a wider range of academic choices for students, and fewer reasons for students to transfer
out of CIS fields than those colleges more effective for Hispanic students.
In contrast, the three colleges that appear more effective for Hispanic than black students
appear to offer greater curricular structure, which potentially facilitates a stronger sense of
academic direction even among students who do not immediately re-declare a major following
SEM departure or students who decide not to pursue a CIS major by their fourth semester. The
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students in these colleges also have higher passing rates of gateway English during the first
academic year, likely due to the relatively low concentration of student in remedial courses.
Considering that the average pre-college GPA for the students in these colleges is not statistically
different from that of the students in colleges that perform better for black students, this finding
suggests that colleges with greater effectiveness for Hispanic students have less stringent remedial
requirements. It is also worth noting that these colleges have a lower representation of Asian
administrators to Asian students, though it is not immediately clear from the existing literature
why this characteristic might have a particularly positive impact on Hispanic students. Future
research should investigate the issue of Asian administrator-URM student dynamics in relation
both to Hispanic and black students.
2.7 Discussion
In this paper, I have examined the organization-level correlates of college effectiveness, defined in
relation to BA completion, in the eleven baccalaureate-granting colleges in the MetroU system. I
define these forty-six characteristics, which I categorize as structural, compositional, and
curricular, based on existing theory and empirical evidence. Due to the extensive information
available in the MetroU administrative data and IPEDS, I then am able to map the relationships
between these characteristics and college effectiveness. These relationships charted cannot be
interpreted causally; yet they offer a strong, descriptive understanding of the factors associated
with the odds of BA completion in any given college in the MetroU system. Whether I focus on
college effects for the overall average student or for the average URM or low-income student, many
of the college characteristics most correlated with effectiveness are the same. These include:
• Structural characteristics: College selectivity (+), college size (+), and expenditures on
students (-);
• Compositional characteristics: The proportion of full-time (+) and Asian (+) students, the
uniformity of the pre-college academic achievement distribution (-), the average full-time
faculty-student ratio (-), the ratio of URM faculty to URM students (+), and the ratio of
the proportions of white (-) and Asian (-) students to same-race administrators; and
• Curricular characteristics: The proportion of students who a) depart during the first
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academic year (-); b) take remedial courses (-); c) pass a required gateway English course
during the first academic year (+); d) declare a SEM major during the first year (-) or
transfer out of a SEM major by semester two and re-declare within one year (-); and e)
declare a CIS major during the first year and declare a new major within two (-) or four (+)
semesters or f) declare a CIS major by semester two and depart by semester four (+); as
well as g) the total number of majors declared after the first academic year (-).
I also illustrate the structure of correlations underlying these characteristics, identifying the
interwoven set of factors that drive the strongest associations between college characteristics and
college effects. Here, I find that college compositional attributes, including the distribution of
students’ racial background and pre-college academic achievement in each of the colleges, provide
the foundation for most of the observed correlations. In fact, when I residualize the characteristics
most strongly associated with college effects of their own top correlates, the association with
college effects typically diminishes substantially. This finding indicates that it is the
interconnected web of student characteristics and college structures, perhaps developed in response
to student characteristics, which produce the observed college effects. So, for example, the least
effective college in the MetroU system, College 11, spends high sums on student services, academic
supports, and academic instruction, which appear strongly and negatively correlated with college
effectiveness. Yet it is doubtful that high student expenditures independently cause lower levels of
college effectiveness. Instead, it is more apt to posit that the high expenditures occur in response
to the high proportion of students in need of additional support, making the student population a
greater driver of overall average effectiveness than college expenditures, alone.
That said, tracing these correlations also offers the opportunity to identify structural
disconnects that likely contribute to college (in)effectiveness. As one example, the fact that higher
student expenditures do not result in greater effectiveness in College 11 suggests that issues
beyond constricted resources drive the college’s poor performance. Given the findings in this
paper, these issues could include ineffective academic structure and support during the first
academic year, perhaps characterized by widespread participation in remedial courses and a high
proportion of failing grades in gateway English; inadequate SEM or CIS pathways; or inadequate
redirection once students leave a SEM or CIS major, causing students to enter another
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mismatched course of study rather than finding a more permanent academic pathway. There also
is some evidence that high levels of inequality between URM/non-URM and
low-income/high-income students detrimentally affects college effectiveness, such as in regards to
academic (GPA) achievement during the first semester or lack of enrollment at any point during
the first academic year. In these scenarios, the more unequal GPAs are between student groups, or
the more disproportionately discontinuous enrollment occurs for underrepresented versus
non-underrepresented students, the lower the overall average college effectiveness will be. In this
sense, the relationships between student sub-groups appears to impact college effectiveness, an
issue that deserves further exploration in future work.
This study also indicates that certain college characteristics may have a different impact on
college effectiveness for URM and low-income students than for the overall average student. For
URM students, these include more negative correlations regarding expenditures on academic
support, the ratio of white and Asian administrators to same-race students, the proportion of
students who depart during the first academic year, and the proportion of students in remedial
education, along with more positive correlations with the proportion of Asian students and the
proportion of students who pass gateway English. For low-income students, they include a
stronger negative correlation pertaining to uniformity of the pre-college GPA distribution, the
ratio of white and Asian administrators to students, and the proportion of students in remedial
education. CIS trajectories also appear to differently impact college effectiveness for the overall
average student versus URM and low-income students.
Taken together, these results align with a lengthy tradition of research suggesting that
underrepresented students are more responsive to the contextual conditions of education than are
non-underrepresented students (e.g. Coleman et al. 1966). This dynamic has been shown to
impact underrepresented students throughout their educational careers, leading both to the
reinforcement of cultural patterns that typically disadvantage underrepresented students (Lareau
2011) but also to educational decision making that increases underrepresented students’ chances
for further educational attainment (Ciocca Eller and DiPrete 2018; Morgan 2005) and ensuing
labor market opportunities (Goyette and Mullen 2006; Posselt and Grodsky 2017). For the present
study, the findings in relation to URM and low-income students indicate that the composition and
trajectories of peers could matter disproportionately for these students, as well as for a colleges’
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ability to support these students through to degree completion. This assertion suggests that the
right policy interventions potentially could have greater (and hopefully more positive) impacts on
the outcomes of underrepresented students than non-underrepresented students, helping to
address the substantial inequality in outcomes typically observed between these two groups.
The limitations of this study primarily relate to the small sample size of colleges. While the
rich administrative data from MetroU allow me to describe the correlates of college effectiveness in
detail, a larger sample size is required to develop causal arguments or to generalize to contexts
beyond the MetroU system. However, the current analysis has the potential to inform future,
larger-scale analyses, especially pertaining to the correlation structure characterizing some
variables very commonly inserted into regression models at once, such as college size and college
expenditures. Considering the extremely strong correlation between these characteristics, as well
as many others, this paper provides useful evidence that a thorough evaluation of associations
between independent variables is a critical first step in studies seeking to explain college
effectiveness. It also suggests that approaching “large-n” data through the lens of thick description
can yield insights capable of advancing causal claims in the future.
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2.A Appendix Tables
Table 2A.1: Descriptive Statistics
Weighted Mean Std. Dev. Source
Dependent Variables (odds ratios)
Overall Average
College Effects

















1.061 0.256 MetroU admin data
Structural Characteristics & Expenditures
Selectivity 0.680 0.467 IPEDS




















0.945 0.023 MetroU admin data
Proportion of
female students
0.593 0.080 MetroU admin data
Proportion of
white students
0.283 0.169 MetroU admin data
Proportion of
Asian students




0.516 0.227 MetroU admin data
Proportion of black
students
0.268 0.192 MetroU admin data
Proportion of
Hispanic students
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0.652 0.187 MetroU admin data
Proportion of
students in SEM
after the first year
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1.264 0.504 MetroU admin data












0.519 0.110 MetroU admin data










2.352 0.746 MetroU admin data

























0.907 0.022 MetroU admin data












0.684 0.398 MetroU admin data




















0.838 0.679 MetroU admin data
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1.216 0.529 MetroU admin data




















0.604 0.496 MetroU admin data
Note: Means are weighted by the weight for the overall
average student, save for the college effects, which are
weighted according to the group to which they apply.
Sources: MetroU administrative data and IPEDS 2002-2006.
Table 2A.2: Correlations between Structural Characteristics, Expenditures on Students, and Com-
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Note: All p-values in parentheses.
Sources: MetroU administrative data and IPEDS 2002-2006.
Table 2A.3: Chi-square Tests for Equality of Correlations between College Structural Characteris-








































































































Selectivity 0.007 0.027 0.928 0.031 0.004 0.571 0.036 0.194 0.024





















































0.0002 0.001 0.004 0.051 0.001 0.012 0.034 0.007 0.079
Sources: MetroU administrative data and IPEDS 2002-2006.
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students who declare a new
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Note: All p-values in parentheses.
Sources: MetroU administrative data and IPEDS 2002-2006.
Table 2A.5: Differences in the Linear Relationship between College Effects and Top Correlates for
























































































































































































































































Note: All p-values in parentheses.
Sources: MetroU administrative data and IPEDS 2002-2006.
Table 2A.6: The Relationship between Select Variables and Overall Average versus Average URM

































Ratio of the proportion of
white admins to white
students
0.225 0.081
Ratio of the proportion of





who depart during first
academic year
0.265 —
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two and transfer out of




Sources: MetroU administrative data and IPEDS 2002-2006.
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non-URM students who depart
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non-URM students in SEM
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Odds ratio of URM to
non-URM students that declare
by semester two and transfer









Odds ratio of low-income to
higher-income students that
declare by semester two and
transfer out of STEM by








Odds ratio of URM to
non-URM students in CIS







Odds ratio of low-income to
higher-income students in CIS







Odds ratio of URM to
non-URM students that declare
by semester two and transfer









Odds ratio of low-income to
higher-income students that
declare by semester two and
transfer out of CIS by semester








Note: All p-values in parentheses.
Sources: MetroU administrative data and IPEDS 2002-2006.
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Table 2A.8: Tests for Differences between Overall Average Effects and Odds Ratio Effects for URM
and Low-Income Students




Odds ratio of URM to
non-URM students in remedial
education
0.027




Odds ratio of URM to
non-URM students in CIS
majors after the first year
0.004
Low-Income
Odds ratio of low-income to
higher-income students who
depart during first academic
year
0.024
Odds ratio of low-income to
higher-income students who
pass gateway courses in the first
year
0.062




Odds ratio of low-income to
higher-income students in SEM
majors after the first year
0.000
Sources: MetroU administrative data and IPEDS 2002-2006.
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Structural Characteristics and Expenditures
Selectivity 0.391 0.123 0.546 0.600




6338.818 5905.580 0.039 0.047
Expenditures on
academic support
821.975 619.241 0.087 0.202
Expenditures on
student services





79.587 82.313 0.414 0.626
Proportion of
full-time students
0.929 0.930 0.902 0.939
Proportion of
female students
0.623 0.554 0.271 0.272
Proportion of
white students
0.211 0.508 0.228 0.386
Proportion of
Asian students
0.153 0.143 0.722 0.993
Proportion of
URM students
0.635 0.349 0.229 0.371
Proportion of black
students
0.453 0.168 0.113 0.177
Proportion of
Hispanic students
















0.025 0.041 0.079 0.077
Ratio of part-time
to full-time faculty
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0.167 0.405 0.011 0.031
Sources: MetroU administrative data and IPEDS 2002-2006.
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3 “New Majority” Students and Upward Social Mobility: A Study
of Boundaries, Beliefs, and College Experiences
Abstract
Though cultural sociologists have documented substantial differences in college beliefs and
experiences between working- and middle-class students, it remains less clear whether
differences also are present among working-class students and if so, how these differences
interact with college experiences to shape outcomes. I examine these issues using unique,
longitudinal interview and administrative data tracing 56 students’ first-year experiences
within a major, public university system. Drawing on the concept of “boundary work,” I
analyze students’ narratives pertaining to college dropout, identifying and unpacking
heterogeneity in their beliefs concerning the meaning and value of college. I find that students
draw symbolic boundaries between themselves and dropouts using three primary approaches,
moral, pragmatic, and empathetic, which correspond with three different beliefs,
transformative, practical, and skeptical. These beliefs are differentially aligned with college
persistence and independently affect students’ grade point average two years following the
completion of the interview study. In addition, two specific college experiences, the sufficient
receipt of college advising and mentoring, and the ability to commit to and pursue a particular
major field of study, are equally, if not more, predictive of beneficial student outcomes. The
implications of joining together cultural and structural approaches to studying college
trajectories and outcomes are discussed.
3.1 Introduction
Over the past half century, higher education in the United States has experienced significant com-
positional change. Whereas white students from middle- and upper-class families once dominated
an American higher education landscape comprised primarily of residential colleges, college stu-
dents today are more racially and economically diverse and more concentrated in two- and four-
year commuter colleges than in residential colleges (Kirst and Stevens 2015; Snyder et al. 2018,
Tables 302.2 and 302.3). Deil-Amen (2015) draws on data from the National Center of Educa-
tion Statistics (NCES) to show that 87 percent of all college-goers commute to college. Focus-
ing specifically on four-year colleges, over 50 percent of students are commuters who represent a
higher proportion of first-generation college-goers, students of color, and non-traditional age stu-
dents than their peers who reside on campus (Horn et al. 2006). Commuting students also spend
more time working off-campus and caring for dependents, balancing their college academics along-
side other major, life priorities (Kuh and Gonyea 2001). In short, the “new majority” (to use Deil-
Amen’s (2015) term) of college attendees in the United States do not uphold the “traditional”
mold of the residential student enrolled in prestigious higher education institutions.
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In light of these substantial changes in the demography and experiences of college attendees
in the United States over the past half-century, scholars have focused extensively on analyzing the
higher education trajectories of underrepresented students, both by race and income. This rich
body of research has established numerous important findings, many of which highlight inequali-
ties between the outcomes of underrepresented students and their white and higher-income peers.
For example, despite possessing very high educational aspirations (NCES 2006), underrepresented
students on average earn fewer bachelor’s degrees (Bowen et al. 2009), enter graduate school and
prestigious careers less often (Eide et al. 1998; Goyette and Mullen 2006; Torche 2011), and accu-
mulate fewer experiences that are easily convertible into valued social and cultural capital (Arm-
strong and Hamilton 2013; Charles et al. 2009; Stuber 2012). However, this between-group, com-
parative approach has shifted scholars’ attention away from examining the experiences of under-
represented students within the context of the colleges that they, and that most college-goers in
the United States, typically attend: public, non-elite, non-residential colleges. It also has obscured
within-group heterogeneity as most student groups, especially in statistical analyses, are treated
as homogeneous. Even in studies that take a more granular approach to group definitions (e.g.
Hamilton et al. 2018), the emphasis typically is on understanding differences between underrepre-
sented and non-underrepresented student groups, rather than within the underrepresented student
group. Together, this set of issues has resulted in a relatively limited understanding of the dis-
tinct and diverse experiences of the new majority of college-goers, constituting a glaring omission
in the wider literature on the reproduction of inequality via higher education.
In this paper, I begin to address this omission by analyzing one, particular set of mecha-
nisms underlying college outcomes among new majority students. Specifically, I examine the rela-
tionship between new majority students’ beliefs concerning the meaning and value of college (or,
“college beliefs”) and the experiences they encounter during their first year of college enrollment,
evaluating the ways in which these belief-experience interactions impact students’ academic and
persistence outcomes two years later. I do so by drawing on a unique combination of longitudi-
nal interview data, encompassing 56 students enrolled in Colleges 2, 4, and 5, as defined in Paper
1, along with paired administrative data records for each of the students detailing their academic
trajectories in the years following our interviews. I chose to focus on Colleges 2, 4, and 5 because
these colleges possess important similarities in terms of their curricular focus (general liberal arts)
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and freshman rate of admission, but notable variation in their naive, ten-year bachelor’s degree
(BA) completion rates. Though Paper 1 shows that Colleges 4 and 5 are quite similar in their
impact on BA outcomes once students’ pre-college characteristics and the selection process into
college are taken into account, the variation in the student populations at these two colleges pro-
vide the opportunity to examine how college beliefs function across a greater diversity of student
backgrounds within the overall MetroU student population.
In addition, I ground my analysis in the experiences of first-year students because the rel-
ative novelty of their college attendance focuses attention on the actions, experiences, and per-
ceptual shifts directly connected to college, which can prove more difficult among students who
have internalized college norms or forgotten experiences from earlier on in their college careers. I
also have incorporated transfer because their perspectives help to identify structural differences in
first-year students’ experiences and to test the applicability and validity of ideas first developed in
relation to freshmen, enabling richer conclusions. The usefulness of these choices is amplified by
the longitudinal quality of my interview data, which allows me to address the issue of “attitude-
behavior consistency” (Jerolmack and Khan 2014; Khan and Jerolmack 2012), or the connection
between students’ narrative accounts and the actions they actually take.
Scholars have addressed the concept of “belief” in great depth, with many arguing that be-
liefs serve as the mechanism through which social actors translate cultural ideologies into con-
crete actions (Strand and Lizardo 2015). Here, I focus less on the nature or genesis of college be-
liefs and instead analyze the characteristics of these beliefs at the point of college entry, as well
as their ongoing evolution in light of students’ college experiences. I chart this evolution by ex-
amining the boundary work that students undertake to distinguish themselves from those who
have not persisted in higher education, college dropouts.Here, boundary work refers to the naviga-
tion of social and symbolic boundaries in everyday life (Pachucki and Breiger 2010), where social
boundaries refer to concrete, durable, and visible dimensions of social difference (e.g. racial and
class exclusion) and symbolic boundaries refer to subtle, conceptual distinctions between objects,
people, and practices that reflect a hierarchy of moral worth (Lamont and Molnár 2002; Small
et al. 2010). In the present context, all students construct a symbolic boundary to separate them-
selves from dropouts, yet the strength of this boundary differs based on students’ initial college
beliefs and the experiences they encounter. I argue that the interactive relationship between stu-
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dents’ beliefs, the strength of the symbolic boundary they construct, and the experiences they
have while attending college provides insight into the distinctions that form among new majority
students. These distinctions advantage some more than others in regards both to college persis-
tence and the development of cultural and social capital required for upward mobility.
This framework allows me to make three, key contributions. First, I describe differences
in new majority students’ cultural beliefs pertaining to the meaning and value of college even
prior to their entry into higher education. Second, I show how intersections between cultural be-
liefs and structural experiences either can reinforce differences between new majority students or
bridge these initial differences. While examining variation in student experiences across higher ed-
ucation organizations is an increasingly important endeavor in higher education research (Stevens
et al. 2008), I focus more specifically on the student level of analysis in this paper and pursue the
organizational agenda in other work (Ciocca Eller 2019). Third, I demonstrate how these interac-
tions between culture and structure lead to uneven results when it comes to new majority stu-
dents’ likelihood of degree completion and the development of dispositional traits, such as the
pursuit of personal transformation, aligned with more elite approaches to college and university
attendance (Bourdieu 1984; Fischer and Mattson 2009; Khan 2012b). In this sense, the interac-
tions between culture and structure have long-term implications for new majority students, ce-
menting hierarchical distinctions and positioning some more than others to use higher education
to achieve upwards social mobility.
3.2 American Higher Education: Elevator or Assembly Line?
Scholars long have debated the compatibility between the American narrative of upward mobil-
ity through educational attainment and the structural reality of an intensely stratified higher ed-
ucation sector where the highest-income students still attend the most prestigious colleges (e.g.
Bowles and Gintis 1977; Brint and Karabel 1989; Labaree 1997). In addition to the greater likeli-
hood of bachelor’s degree (BA) completion students enjoy at such colleges, scholars have exam-
ined college characteristics and experiences that help students to develop cultural capital eas-
ily recognized and rewarded by fellow elites (Armstrong and Hamilton 2013; Binder et al. 2016;
Bourdieu 1984; Collins 1979; Khan 2012b; Mullen 2011; Rivera 2012; Stuber 2012). One of these
is elite colleges’ cultivation of the belief that college is a “transformative” experience, capable of
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helping students to realize their truest personhood and greatest goals for the future. As Mullen
(2011: p.131) describes, Yale students from high-SES backgrounds expect that, “their college ex-
perience [will] effect a powerful change on their very selves, that they [will] emerge...a different
person from whom they were when they entered Yale.” Though Mullen does not make the ar-
gument explicitly, her data suggest that by upholding this belief and acting accordingly, Yale’s
high-SES students (and presumedly, their counterparts at other elite colleges) solidify tastes, atti-
tudes, behaviors, and relationships that will complement their economic privilege (Armstrong and
Hamilton 2013; Bourdieu 1984; ?). Because a relatively small proportion of students from under-
represented backgrounds attend such colleges, the stores of cultural and social capital embedded
within the logic of transformation (among other cultural logics) often are less central or accessible
to these students’ college experiences.
In light of these dynamics, scholars have sought to identify the various cultural and struc-
tural processes that constrain students who do not attend elite colleges in their efforts to achieve
upward social mobility via higher education (e.g. Bowles and Gintis 1977; Clark 1960). For exam-
ple, in his influential article on the “cooling out” function of community colleges, Clark (1960) ar-
gues that the primary purpose of these institutions is to lessen the sense of failure experienced by
those who cannot or do not attend more prestigious four-year colleges. Brint and Karabel (1989)
make a similar argument, suggesting that community colleges divert the ambitions of hopeful
lower- and working-class students towards vocational pursuits rather than fulfilling the demo-
cratic “dream” of upward social and economic advancement through the broad, liberal arts learn-
ing associated with four-year colleges. Bowles and Gintis (1977) take this argument even further
to suggest that the entire apparatus of American education is designed to mirror and reinforce
existing, capitalistic, labor relations, preparing upper-class students to act as the owners of the
means of production and lower- and working-class students to perform the role of unquestioning
workers.
Examining the higher education landscape today, there is evidence to suggest that these
arguments hold more than a grain of truth. Whereas prestigious, four-year colleges continue to
focus on broad learning and offer numerous academic and extracurricular opportunities that en-
able the transmission of elite dispositions (Armstrong and Hamilton 2013; Stuber 2012), lower
resourced two- and four-year colleges have offered more degrees in “applied” fields of study and
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fewer opportunities for cultural cultivation (Braxton et al. 2004; Brint et al. 2012; Deil-Amen
2011; Rosenbaum et al. 2006; Kirst and Stevens 2015). The proliferation of these more “practical”
trajectories within non-elite postsecondary settings, combined with highly visible public narra-
tives concerning the economic value of college degrees, has led scholars to argue that lower- and
working-class students typically do not envision, desire, or believe in “transformative” experiences
in college (Mullen 2011; Nielsen 2015; Rosenbaum et al. 2017). Instead, they believe that col-
lege is a necessary path towards economic stability and expect the more pragmatic achievement
of concrete skills desired by employers, regardless of their major.
Importantly, however, relatively little scholarship has examined heterogeneity of beliefs and
experiences among new majority students. Instead, scholars have compared students of different
class positions within the same university (Armstrong and Hamilton 2013; Hamilton 2016; Stu-
ber 2012) or students of different class backgrounds attending different kinds of colleges (Mullen
2011). Two important exceptions are Jack (2016; 2019), who studies how students from similar
racial and class backgrounds differently navigate an elite college context, and Wilkins (2014), who
analyzes the college integration experiences of male, black and white, first-generation college-goers
within predominantly white universities. Jack finds that among underrepresented students with-
out prior educational experiences in a college preparatory setting, mismatches exist between these
students’ existing cultural, social, and economic resources and the institutionalized expectations
of their colleges concerning academic standards, help-seeking, and engagement in the college com-
munity. Similarly, Wilkins finds that the college integration process undermines black men’s colle-
giate goals while supporting white men’s, leading to greater difficulties among men in finding aca-
demic support and constructing satisfying pathways to adulthood. However, neither of these stud-
ies explicitly focus on the interaction between students’ beliefs and experiences or on students’
outcomes over time.
In short, it remains unclear whether new majority students’ beliefs about the meaning and
value of college help or hinder their likelihood of college success and upward social mobility among
those attending four-year colleges. It is further unknown whether heterogeneity exists among the
beliefs of new majority students or what the consequences of their initial beliefs might be for their
prolonged college trajectories. It could be possible, for example, that some new majority students
attending non-elite institutions hold more similar, “transformative” beliefs about college, akin to
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their upper-middle class peers, and that such beliefs both increase their store of cultural capital
and likelihood of achieving upward social mobility. In this case, new majority students’ beliefs,
together with the actions they might take in light of those beliefs, actually could facilitate both
degree completion and upward social mobility. I turn to potential explanatory mechanisms under-
lying this process next.
3.3 Distinction, Dispositions, and Boundaries
Cultural sociologists long have relied on the logic of distinction to study social inequality. “Dis-
tinction” describes the separation between individuals and groups that occurs due to differences
in “social conditionings” associated with particular structural arrangements (Bourdieu 1984: p.
56). According to Bourdieu, these different conditionings produce divergent dispositions that
characterize individuals within particular social classes and solidify existing social hierarchies.
Dispositions have this powerful effect for two reasons: First, certain dispositions are more socially
valued than others, and second, dispositions powerfully naturalize and individuate sources of ad-
vantage and disadvantage that in fact derive from social structure. Specifically, dispositions that
align with the norms and values of the dominant culture are rewarded economically and socially
while misaligned dispositions are not. In addition, aligned dispositions are easily “misrecognized”
(Bourdieu 1984; Bourdieu and Passeron 1977) as “natural,” reflecting individual preferences and
tendencies rather than structural arrangements that privilege and reinforce the dominant culture.
In short, Bourdieu argues that structural conditions produce inequality in part because of the dis-
positional similarities and differences they generate.
In the U.S, one reason cultural distinctions widen the symbolic gap between high- and low-
SES individuals is the American belief in meritocracy (Hochschild and Scovronick 2004; Labaree
1997). This belief facilitates the attribution of success or failure to individual talents, abilities,
and efforts rather than to the inequitable policies and practices structuring society. In some ways,
the American focus on individual merit has enabled social advancement among lower-income and
non-white individuals (Bowen and Bok 2000; Cole 2011). Yet it also has masked the structural
conditions that inhibit the equalizing potential of major institutions like higher education (Arm-
strong and Hamilton 2013; Chetty et al. 2017) and has naturalized the dispositional differences
between disadvantaged and advantaged individuals (Khan 2011).
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Recognizing both the intransigence and invisibility of many forms of structural inequality,
scholars have turned their attention to the symbolic strategies invoked by lower- and working-
class people to achieve a sense of moral value and self-worth despite their relatively disadvantaged
social position. One of the most studied of these strategies is the formation of symbolic bound-
aries, which Lamont and Fournier (1992: p.12) describe as a, “system of rules that guide inter-
action by affecting who comes together to engage in what social act.” The guiding principle of
this system is moral worth; individuals gravitate towards others who share their sense of moral-
ity while distancing themselves from those who do not. So, for example, Lamont (2009: pp. 146-
147) shows that part of how working-class men distinguish themselves from upper-class men is
by contrasting their own, laudable personal qualities, such as their strong work ethic, responsibil-
ity, self-reliance, and sincerity, with the “moral failings” of upper-class men, such as lack of per-
sonal integrity, lack of respect for others, and poor interpersonal relationships. In doing so, these
working-class men are able to achieve a sense of dignity and self-worth despite their limited eco-
nomic means, while also performing the larger, social task of demarcating their own “in-group”
(other working-class men, especially those who also share their racial background) and out-group
(upper-class men and men of other races). In short, perceptions of morality are an important
source of individual- and group-based distinctions.
3.4 College Dropout and Boundary Work
In the context of American higher education, there is one social category from which many college-
goers seek to distinguish themselves: college dropouts (Deterding 2015; Meyer 1977; Meyer et al.
2007; Nielsen 2015). Embedded in the larger, national narrative on American ambition and op-
portunity, there is a long history of equating college dropout with “quitting” or “failure” (Clark
1960; Meyer 1977; Tinto 2006). This equivalence is particularly damning because of the moral
failings attributed to “quitters.” As Merton (1957, p. 139) wrote more than half a century ago,
“The [American] cultural manifesto is clear: one must not quit...”. Even beyond this broad cul-
tural edict, the widely shared opinion that higher education should be used for individual ad-
vancement makes “quitting” by dropping out an affront to the very fabric of the American Dream
(Grubb and Lazerson 2004; Hochschild and Scovronick 2004; Rosenbaum et al. 2017). In contrast,
the achievement of a BA is widely viewed as an important and necessary component of financial
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stability and personal success (Rosenbaum et al. 2017), capable of demarcating individuals who
deserve, “distinctive rights and capacities in society” (Meyer 1977, p. 59). The moral component
of college completion – and even college attendance – is especially important to new majority stu-
dents, who can use their commitment to higher education as a marker both of personal virtue and
alignment with middle class norms of behavior (Deterding 2015; Nielsen 2015; Stuber 2012) and
as a path towards actualizing aspirational versions of the self (Frye 2012).
Part of how new majority students do so, as existing literature demonstrates (Nielsen 2015),
is by constructing boundaries between themselves and dropouts. Like Lamont’s (2009) asser-
tions in relation to working-class men, Nielsen (2015) also argues that traditionally underrepre-
sented women attending community colleges use symbolic boundaries to claim the moral high
ground and to align themselves with the values and beliefs of those in higher social classes. Stu-
ber’s (2012) findings pertaining to working-class students’ experiences within a small liberal arts
college and a large, public university echo Nielsen’s: these students similarly appeal to their class-
based values to claim moral superiority in an institutional context traditionally reserved for the
elite. At the other end of the social class spectrum, Binder and Abel (2018) have demonstrated
that students attending two of the country’s most prestigious universities, Harvard and Stanford,
also use symbolic boundaries to reinforce their moral worth, making distinctions between them-
selves and students enrolled in other top-tier colleges to justify their privileged status.
While all of these arguments provide important insights into “boundary work” in higher ed-
ucation, none elucidates the question of how new majority students differ in the kinds of bound-
aries they construct, how these differences reflect divergent beliefs about the meaning and value
of college, and whether discrepancies in boundaries and/or beliefs correspond with unequal college
outcomes. In addition, these studies do not investigate how students’ college experiences inform
their beliefs and boundaries over time, and whether these interactions also are important contrib-
utors to college persistence or other outcomes. Finally, these studies do not examine the non-elite
or commuter four-year context, which, as I already have argued, is especially important given the
changing demography of higher education in the United States.
In my analysis, I address these limitations by identifying three approaches to boundary
work that new majority students take, distinguished by the strength of moral aversion that stu-
dents convey when discussing dropouts or dropping out. These three approaches are associated
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Figure 3.1: Conceptual Approach
with three, unique beliefs that students possess concerning the meaning and value of college. Af-
ter establishing these three belief-boundary pairs, I analyze the ways in which students’ boundary-
making approaches do, or do not, shift in tandem with their college experiences. I pay particular
attention to alignment between initial beliefs and the experiences students encounter over time
as a potential mechanism underlying changes in students’ beliefs, boundaries, and behaviors. Ac-
cording to Strand and Lizardo (2015: pp. 57-61), “belief-situation match,” or scenarios in which
individuals’ beliefs and practical experiences resonate, enables individuals to act in ways deeply
consistent with their initial dispositions (which Strand and Lizardo view as the cradle of belief).
However, when individuals encounter a “belief-situation mismatch,” the inconsistency can lead in-
dividuals to develop deep cynicism, detachment, or even a sense of “identity crisis,” in turn shift-
ing their course of action. A visual representation of my conceptual approach is captured in Fig-
ure 3.1.
With this context in mind, I hypothesize that students who experience belief-situation match,
encountering situations that align with or awaken a heightened sense of possibility in light of their
existing college beliefs, will maintain their initial dispositional tendencies and approach to sym-
bolic boundary making. In this scenario, both stability and increased optimism should produce
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favorable persistence outcomes. In contrast, students who experience belief-situation mismatch,
encountering unexpected challenges or unforeseen conditions within their colleges, should come
upon dispositional instability, changing their approach to symbolic boundary making and evoking
greater cynicism about the meaning and value of college. Together, these shifts should lower stu-
dents’ likelihood of college persistence. I first explore these patterns among freshmen and then in-
corporate transfer students as a test of my initial conclusions. Considering that transfer students
usually have greater difficulty integrating into four-year colleges (an issue I will discuss at greater
length below), fewer transfer students than freshmen should migrate towards stronger symbolic
boundaries and transformative beliefs after their first year in four-year college.
3.5 Data, Methods, and Analysis
3.5.1 Interview Data
The interview data used in this study consist of three waves of in-depth, semistructured inter-
views with sixty-one students attending Colleges 2, 4, and 5 within Metropolitan University, or
MetroU. Given the importance of linking college dynamics with student experiences and outcomes
in this work, I employed careful sampling strategies. Specifically, I used stratified random sam-
pling and roster data provided by MetroU’s Central Office to select twenty students in each col-
lege. My goal was to create a diverse group of students generally representative of the MetroU
student body in terms of pre-college achievement, gender, and race, as well as internal versus
external transfer among the two-to-four-year students. In general, the social class distribution
within the University is compressed, as discussed in the Introduction, so I did not stratify on this
axis. I collected interview data with the support of one research assistant (RA) who conducted
slightly less than one-third of the longitudinal interviews. Of the 61 original students, we com-
pleted all three interviews with 56 students who serve as the focus of this paper,24 yielding 168
interviews (a description of all participants can be found in Appendix Table 3A.1). Half of these
students held high school GPAs below the combined admissions mean for first-time freshmen of
eighty-eight percent and half above that mean, half the respondents were female, and half of the
24The students who did not complete the study included three freshmen and two transfer students, four of whom
were male, one of whom experienced mental health challenges, and a second of whom decided to enroll in a special-
ized program to become a police officer.
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students identified as underrepresented minorities (black or Hispanic) while half did not (white or
Asian), though it should be noted that students identified with over thirty races and ethnicities
within these broader categories.
Of the roughly twenty students selected at each college, ten were transfer students from
two-year colleges (or, “two-to-four-year transfer students”).25 I included transfer students for two
primary reasons. First, transfer students represent a large and growing proportion of all four-year
college-goers, especially in less selective colleges (Jenkins, Davis and Fink, John 2016). Within
MetroU, two-to-four-year transfer students earn 60 percent of all bachelor’s degrees. However,
comparatively less research has focused on this important group of students within the four-year
context, either within this university system or more broadly (Bahr et al. 2013; Fink and Jenkins
2017; Handel, Stephen J. and Williams, Ronald A. 2012). Second, transfer students often serve
as a helpful counterpoint to freshmen. Though demographic and experiential differences exist
between freshmen and transfers, both groups still must undertake the process of reconciling ex-
isting college beliefs with the realities of academic and social experiences during their first year
in the four-year context. Traditionally, colleges supply freshmen with substantial support and
programming to navigate this process, while they tend to give less guidance to transfer students
(Ciocca Eller 2017; Wyner et al. 2016). Comparing freshmen and transfer students therefore helps
to reveal the impact of different organizational practices on the college transition and the interac-
tion between beliefs and experiences.
With both freshmen and transfer students, we conducted three rounds of interviews. The
first in September 2015, the second in January 2016 and the third in May 2016. The first inter-
view typically occurred less than a month into the fall semester, allowing us to gather timely in-
formation about students’ transition into college, early college impressions, and initial academic
and social integration experiences. We also asked a series of questions about students’ life histo-
ries and educational trajectories, helping to clarify their sense of pre-college identity and approach
to higher education. The second interview focused on students’ reflections on the first semester,
with an emphasis on how students’ perceptions of their college trajectories had changed after
their initial experiences. In the final interview, we asked respondents to discuss the academic year
25At one college, we in fact had 21 participants because the roster data misrepresented one student’s race. We
subsequently recruited another student to fill the appropriate racial category.
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as a whole, again emphasizing whether changes had occurred in critical areas such as academic
pathways, social participation, administrative encounters, and sense of future college pursuits.
Each round of interviews additionally included a battery of questions regarding students’ percep-
tions of and orientation towards dropout, as well as questions concerning the primary factors mo-
tivating their persistence. These types of questions provided targeted insights into respondents’
process of symbolic boundary construction, belief formation, and dispositional development (Lam-
ont 2000; Small et al. 2010).
More generally, we asked respondents to provide anecdotes, stories, and specific examples as
a means of drawing out students’, “mental maps,” (Luker 2010), or the logic underlying their nar-
ratives (Nielsen 2015; Pugh 2013), rather than surface-level impressions, alone. We also took care
to follow students regardless of their first-year trajectories: if they transferred (n=4) or stopped
out (n=2) over the course of the year, we were able to inquire how such shifts affected their un-
derstanding of their college pathways. All interviews took place either in quiet corners of public
gathering spaces or private study rooms on students’ respective college campuses, save for a small
proportion of the January interviews that were conducted via Skype or FaceTime.26 On average,
we spent between three and six hours with each of our participants in total; each interview was
recorded, transcribed, and labeled with a pseudonym to protect respondents’ identities. We also
spent time on each of the three college campuses as an observer in highly populated places such
as the student center, library, cafeteria, and other widely known gathering spaces. Our notes from
these observational periods provide useful context in which to embed interview findings.
In the tradition of ethnographic interviewing, I approached each interview with an acute
awareness of my own subjectivity and positionality vis-a-vis our respondents (Hammer and Wil-
davsky 1993; Heyl 2011). I introduced myself as a researcher hoping to learn about students’ ex-
periences in order to inform positive change. In this regard, I followed Spradley’s (1979, p. 34)
guidance, hoping to convey to my respondents, “I want to know what you know in the way that
you know it.” I took this stance in order to level perceptions of an initial power imbalance, as I
26A number of scholars have compared the dynamics and results of “digital” interviewing with face-to-face in-
terviewing as Internet-enabled communication strategies have gained in popularity (Deakin and Wakefield 2014;
Hanna 2012; Janghorban et al. 2014). Most scholars agree that media like Skype and FaceTime are equally valid
platforms for interview collection as in-person encounters, though caution researchers to remain cognizant of the
impact of unique challenges introduced by digital media, such as connection-based interruptions or lack of visual
clarity. Such challenges may diminish some of the richness of the interview dynamic, though most scholars agree
that the ability to collect interviews despite distance-based barriers proves a worthwhile tradeoff.
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entered the field as an advanced doctoral candidate from a university considered more “presti-
gious” than those I studied. That said, I also provided information about my professional exper-
tise to foster expanded trust and a more concrete understanding about my role as a researcher
in the interview encounter. This latter positioning proved to be particularly important given the
repeated encounters I had with students, during which some students sought to use our conver-
sations to solicit advice and guidance as in a meeting with an academic advisor or counselor. Be-
cause I wanted to analyze students’ relationships with academic advisors rather than serving as
one, myself, I took care to gently but firmly redirect conversations towards students’ narration
of their experiences and beliefs. As an additional check to ensure that my interactions with stu-
dents, together with my RA’s, did not overtly influence students outcomes, I compared the inter-
view sample’s average rate of stopout after two years of enrollment (31 percent among four-year
beginners and 40 percent among transfer students) with that of the entire MetroU student pop-
ulation attending the three colleges in the my study (30 percent among four-year beginners and
45 percent among transfer students). Because these rates are quite similar, I have confidence that
our interactions with students did not directly bias their outcomes.
Following each interview, I wrote analytic memos focused on the content and experience
of interview conversations (Emerson et al. 1995). These memos included descriptive information
pertaining to respondents’ appearance, demeanor, and things “going on” with them at that time.
They also captured my own feelings and perceptions about the interview, which allowed me to
track personal subjectivity and maintain an awareness of any analytical “blind spots” that might
result (Peshkin 1988). I ultimately combined the memos into case histories for each respondent,
which I used to identify emerging themes. To analyze the interview data, I relied on ATLAS.ti
and conducted two rounds of coding. I used inductive strategies in the first round, focusing on
establishing key themes and concepts given existing theory and my understanding of the data
(Ryan and Bernard 2003; Weiss 1995). In the second round, I used deductive strategies to apply
the codes to the data (Miles et al. 2014).
The most important application of codes concerns the identification of students’ initial and
final approach to boundary-making between themselves and dropouts.I coded students into the
“moral” category if they primarily employed language reflective of moral value or worth in their
description of dropout. Accordingly, adjectives such as “failure” and “quitter” were widespread
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among these students when describing dropout, while their discussions around college beliefs in-
cluded references to personal advancement and fulfillment. I coded students into the “pragmatic”
category if they primarily discussed dropout in rational terms, using language that conveyed cal-
culation, and also appealed to a future professional identity. For these students, dropout might
be “understandable” for “good” reasons, yet dropout also might “limit” one’s professional options.
Finally, I placed students in the “empathetic” category if they used neutral, value-absent language
to describe dropout and explicitly stated that they attributed no “blame” or “negative” connota-
tion to those who have left college. Students with an empathetic approach discussed their own
college beliefs without appeals to values or identity, instead discussing degree completion as the
next step in their life course rather than a special or meaningful occurrence. This typology is
summarized in Table 3.1.
Notably, students’ narratives on dropout and the value of college did not always fit neatly
into a single boundary-making category. Some students even expressed sentiments fitting into all
three categories within a single interview. To categorize students who conveyed multiple beliefs at
once, I employed two strategies. First, I evaluated the numerical frequency of moral, pragmatic,
and empathetic statements within each interview, noting the category with the greatest preva-
lence. Second, I considered the order of statements and the tone students used to express those
statements. I did so because some students began with comments aligned with one category, but
progressively and emphatically moved towards a different category as they used their narrative
to sort through their beliefs. Other students, by contrast, started off with a clear and well artic-
ulated views of dropout and the college but then backed away from their statements, as if they
felt their initial characterization was too forceful or in some way inaccurate. I used these more
qualitative understandings of students’ narratives as a kind of “check” on the numerical counts,
ensuring that students would be classified into the category with the greatest alignment between
quantitative counts and individual sense-making.
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to take care of a
parent because
they’re sick now
or - you have a
child. ...I don’t
look at dropping
out as a negative
thing.”
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3.5.2 Administrative Data and Analysis
In addition to evaluating my interview data, I also have analyzed students’ administrative records
to trace the relationship between student beliefs, boundary-making approaches, college experi-
ences, and outcomes including cumulative grade point average (GPA) and persistence. At the
time of my interviews, I asked each student for his or her permission to access these records. Since
all students agreed, I am able to observe student outcomes for each of the 56 students through
the spring of 2018. Like most university systems, MetroU keeps detailed records on students’ aca-
demic trajectories within its colleges, including information such as major field of study, grades,
and term-by-term enrollment. Though these records only allow me to view students’ academic
outcomes, they still provide powerful insight into the connection between students’ beliefs, experi-
ences, and outcomes two years after our last meeting.
I analyze these connections by defining two dependent variables, persistence and cumula-
tive GPA, based on the administrative data and a variety of independent variables drawn from
the transcript data and from my interview data. Both dependent variables are binary, with per-
sistence coded as “1” if students are still enrolled or have achieved a BA and “0” otherwise. The
GPA variable is coded as “1” if students have achieved a GPA of 3.0 or above and “0” otherwise.
My primary independent variable, coded from the interview data, is students’ average dropout
orientation over the course of the year, which is a simple average of their initial and final dropout
orientation ranging from 1 (empathetic orientation in both rounds) to 3 (moral orientation in
both rounds). I use this average, linear value because students’ dropout orientations are fluid
rather than discrete, as are their college beliefs. Averaging also captures my conservative assump-
tion that students’ changing orientations and beliefs may reflect a clarifying process for rather
than an abrupt change in mindset. In this case, providing students with a fixed value for this
variable based on their initial or final orientation would be inaccurate and insufficient. Among
freshman, the average value for this variable is 2.07. For transfer students, it is 1.91.
I additionally create binary variables from the interview data to proxy two important struc-
tural conditions of students’ experiences: whether students have established and have been able
to pursue their intended major field of study, and whether they have received personalized col-
lege support during their first year of four-year college. I code the variable for pursuit of intended
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major as “1” if students indicated that they had determined their preferred major and had en-
countered no bureaucratic hurdles in pursuing that major by the time of our third interview. Fif-
teen of the 28 freshmen and 18 of the 28 transfer students indicated that they had chosen their
major and had been able to pursue it. The college support variable is coded as “1” if students
indicated that they had found at least one form of academic and/or emotional support at their
college, whether through an advisor or professor or through a formal college program. Nineteen
freshmen and 18 transfer students indicated that they had received some form of college help,
while the others did not. I control for students’ racial background (white, black, Hispanic and
Asian), parental education in two categories (some college or more/less than some college), prior
academic performance (“high” or “low” GPA according to students’ college applications), official
major declaration status as of the spring of 2018, and college of attendance. Additional controls
include whether students received guidance and support from their families or an outside organi-
zation, had substantial non-academic demands on their time, or said that they had encountered
serious academic or bureaucratic challenges during their first year of college based on the inter-
view data. All variables are summarized in Appendix Table 3A.2 along with the source of the
data (interview or administrative records).
I use these variables in basic linear probability models (LPM) aimed at understanding the
relationship between the focal independent variables and both college GPA and persistence. I em-
ploy LPM rather than logistic regression for the persistence model because it is more appropriate
and robust for the small number of cases in my data. The results of these analyses still cannot
be interpreted causally. They are, however, strong, descriptive indications of correlations between
focal independent and dependent variables. I estimate the model both for cumulative GPA and
persistence as dependent variables because students attending colleges in the MetroU system tend
to take longer than four academic years to complete their degrees. Since cumulative GPA is the
strongest indicator of students’ degree completion likelihood (Ciocca Eller and DiPrete 2018), I
employ it here as an indication of students’ future trajectories.
3.5.3 A Note on Disentangling Culture and Structure
One of the challenges of research linking specific outcomes with individual dispositions, attitudes,
and beliefs is the perennial difficulty, and frequent impossibility, of separating culture from struc-
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ture when explaining sequences of events. In this context, are students’ cultural beliefs about
dropout and the value of higher education the motivators of their outcomes, or are the experi-
ences they have in college the drivers of their outcomes? Is it even possible to observe which of
these mechanisms is correct when conducting interview-based, or really any kind, of research?
While scholars have sought to answer these questions by using other research methods be-
yond interviews, such as statistical decomposition on the one hand (e.g. Ciocca Eller and DiPrete
2018) and longitudinal observational approaches such as ethnography on the other (e.g. Khan
2011), it perhaps is most useful to conceptualize culture and structure as a “tightly coupled sys-
tem” in which both work together to drive action. In the present study, my longitudinal data al-
low me to observe the iterative relationship between culture and structure, as students’ beliefs
about college attendance and dropout both shape and respond to their actions. In observing and
analyzing this relationship, I hope to respond to Jerolmack and Khan’s (2014) call to interrogate
the consistency between attitudes and behaviors as well as Lamont and Swidler’s (2014) call for
more attention to both context and change over time.
3.6 Boundary-Making Approaches, Beliefs, and Actions
3.6.1 Moral Approach
Students with an initial moral approach to boundary-making between themselves and dropouts
describe dropout as an undeniable form of personal failure. As Alan, an African-American trans-
fer student in his fifties, summarized, “Dropout means to me, quitting. When you feel that you’ve
exhausted all of your resources and you give up.” Alan’s association between dropout and “quit-
ting” or “giving up” is especially poignant given his own journey through higher education, which
had spanned thirty years and multiple, two-year colleges. From Alan’s perspective, the ability
to continue onwards towards BA completion despite his struggles served as a symbolic marker
of self-worth and success. It also allowed him to place his faith in college education as a moral
journey as well as an intellectual pursuit. When I asked Alan why he continued onwards despite
numerous obstacles, he told me: “It’s not so much getting your degree. It’s the experience of fin-
ishing what you started and going from there.” Alan’s capacity to place his trust in the experi-
ence of college solidifies his attribution of moral merit (and perhaps moral superiority) to those
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capable of undertaking and completing the college gauntlet.
Although the length of Alan’s journey through higher education amplified his desire to “fin-
ish what he started,” other students with moral approaches were more explicit about naming the
differences between themselves and those who choose to drop out, elucidating the construction
of very strong symbolic boundaries. As Maheen, a freshman with a Pakistani heritage, told me,
“If you are not going to college today and then tomorrow, you become one of those people who
are sitting there in the train station playing music and begging for money. ...[S]o if you want peo-
ple to feel sorry for you, like, don’t even think about it because it’s your own fault.” Several im-
portant ideas emerge from Maheen’s statement: first, that college dropouts are destined to be-
come, “bums;” second, that every person is fully responsible for his or her own educational fate;
and third, that college dropouts do not deserve sympathy because of the direct connection be-
tween individual values, personal conduct, and college outcomes. Later in our conversation, Ma-
heen explained her motivation to complete a degree, telling me that she wanted to become, “a
really renowned surgeon ... with a big house.” So, just as Maheen stigmatized dropouts, allocat-
ing them to the lowest rungs of society, she envisioned a celebrated, socially-elevated future for
herself. While career ambitions are a part of this imagined ascent, the promise of heightened so-
cial status and associated financial means also is highly salient in her account (not just a surgeon,
but a “renowned” surgeon; not just a house but a “big” house). In this sense, the social mobility
function of higher education for Maheen, and other students like her, is quite central: they believe
that they will achieve a radically improved future, both in terms of social status and financial sta-
tus, as long as they earn the right degrees. In this sense, students with a moral boundary-making
approach view college as an experience capable of facilitating life transformation.
One of the consequences of a moral/transformative approach, however, is to shape rather
rigid, no-nonsense strategies for attending college and completing a degree, emphasizing progress
rather than experiences. The equivalence these students perceive between dropout and failure,
as well as their belief that college will provide them with the credential required to climb the so-
cial ladder, lead them to arrive at college with concrete plans about how to reach the baccalau-
reate finish line. For example, Calvin, a first-generation freshman of Ghanian and West African
descent, told me that he hoped to, “accelerate the number of credits [he was] taking,” in order to
expedite earning his BA in computer science. Sharelle, an African-American transfer student, nar-
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rated her plan to earn a doctorate in African-American Studies in detail, and then commented
on her academic approach: “I’m very on top of the things I need to do.... I like As – I’m a tiger
student. If I don’t have any As I feel not that the world is over, but something to that extent.”
And Alan, whom we met earlier, developed clear plans about how he would balance his school
work with his full-time job: “On Sundays I will come up here and study at the library.... I come
up here early in the morning, say from 8 until 5, when I know it’s less packed and I’ll study and
do my work.” As with Sharelle and Calvin, Alan’s plans for college success were clear and to the
point. While academic plans are important contributors to persistence (Melguizo 2011), they also
seem to limit these students’ awareness of experiences that elite students describe as essential to
their personal “transformations,” such as intellectual maturation, extracurricular involvement, and
informal socializing with peers (Mullen 2011; Stuber 2012). In short, students with a moral ap-
proach expect the form of transformation without understanding the process, constituting a kind
of “reverse misrecognition.” These students assume that their transformation will occur “natu-
rally” based on the combination of individual commitment and airtight academic efforts, when
very specific (yet often invisible) cultural work also is necessary to achieve the dispositional char-
acteristics required to ascend.
3.6.2 Pragmatic Approach
Whereas students with a moral approach view college attendance and degree completion as ex-
pressions of self-worth and the gateway to lofty economic and social achievement in the future,
students with an initial pragmatic approach to boundary-making between themselves and dropouts
instead focus on the connection between earning a BA and establishing a viable career. For these
students, the end goal is achieving greater financial stability than their parents rather than pur-
suing the more socially ambitious ascent envisioned by students with an initial moral boundary-
making approach. Horatio, a first-generation student born in Nicaragua, told me, “[My parents]
wanted me to go into a trade or a job like my brother did [after high school]. ...But you know,
I wanted better things for me, and better things for my future, and I knew... college would help
me to attain that.” For Horatio, that “better future” meant a stable career in media or commu-
nications. In addition, though Horatio believed firmly that college could help him to establish a,
“better future,” he did not view dropout as, “necessarily bad”: “There are certainly some success-
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ful people who dropped out of college. ...If you got offered a really good job [before finishing your
degree]...then maybe it’s not so much a bad thing to, like, take that leap.” As Horatio’s words
convey, college withdrawal is justifiable for “valid reasons” among students who take a pragmatic
approach to boundary-making, especially if those reasons facilitate future financial stability.
That said, because students with a pragmatic approach are deeply invested in the prospect
of a solid future career, and associate the achievement of such a career with college completion,
they strongly believe that their own trajectories should not include dropout. For example, Lisa,
a freshman and first-generation college-goer of Polish heritage, admitted, “I’m almost a hypocrite
in terms of myself. If college isn’t for you... and you have the means of wanting to do something
with your hands, go and do something with airplanes, go and do something that’s not traditional
– if that’s in your heart, I will not judge you.... But for me, personally, you know...”. Despite the
fact that Lisa claimed she did not “judge” others without college aspirations, the clear symbolic
boundaries she drew to demarcate an acceptable pathway for herself versus others conveys an im-
plicit value judgment: those who work to achieve BAs enjoy “better” careers, and in turn, a more
stable life, than those without them. As Lisa reasoned, “[It’s] tough today with more demand for
competition and degrees. So rather than staying [at my part-time job], I’ll get my degree. I be-
lieve that helps me out.” Here, Lisa aligned achieving a BA with a secure future – a benefit only
those with a BA can fully enjoy.
This connection between BA completion, good jobs, and financial security is central to the
broader beliefs that students with a pragmatic boundary-making approach hold about college.
These students believe that both college attendance and degree completion are rational and prac-
tical steps towards labor market success, helping them to avoid the shakier financial footing as-
sociated with both dropout and blue-collar work. As Jacob, a freshman with a Trinidadian her-
itage, put it, “[College] is going to set me on the right path to actually enjoy myself for my whole
life and not going to a part-time job or something, but an actual career.” According to Jacob,
the greatest value of college is its capacity to lead to a stable career. Thus, while students with
a pragmatic approach anticipate upward social mobility as a result of degree completion, they
assume it will transpire as a result of learning the skills they need to establish “a career” rather
than through personally transformative experiences or social renown.
The strong links between attending college, earning a BA, and starting a career also creates
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different approaches to college attendance for pragmatically-oriented students as compared with
morally-oriented students. Specifically, viewing college as an investment in their future careers,
these students focus more on finding both academic and extracurricular contexts in which to de-
velop their professional skills while also making progress towards degree completion. For example,
Stephanie, an African-American transfer student, told me, “Being at college, it really made me
realize how much I do not like being broke. So every opportunity that I could think of in order
to not be broke, I pretty much went for it. Like, I sell things on eBay. I tried to start my own
business, I do internships, you know, anything I can to pretty much set myself up, so I’d have
experience and money.” While Stephanie also prioritized the classroom, talking to me at length
about the benefits of “good grades,” such as stronger relationships with professors and eligibil-
ity for scholarships, she also saw real importance in prioritizing monetary stability alongside her
academic journey. This emphasis on non-academic pursuits in some cases placed students with
a pragmatic boundary-making approach , such as Stephanie, at risk of being drawn away from
college by lucrative non-academic pursuits. Students who initially take a pragmatic approach
therefore appear aligned with relative but not absolute upward social mobility, vigorously pur-
suing rather modest career aspirations.
3.6.3 Empathetic Approach
Students who take an empathetic approach to boundary-making between themselves and dropouts
are markedly different from students with moral and pragmatic perspectives because they do
not make value judgments about not finishing college. Instead of viewing dropout as a personal
failing or an impediment to establishing an imagined career, they describe it as a relatable de-
cision. As Mackenzie, an African-American, traditionally-aged, transfer student, says, “Maybe
you have other things going on, life happens. Like maybe you have to take care of a parent be-
cause they’re sick now or - you have a child. ...I don’t look at dropping out as a negative thing.”
Like Mackenzie, other students with an empathetic approach also did not conceive dropout as“a
negative thing,” leading them to construct very weak symbolic boundaries between themselves
and peers who had not completed college. Nate, a white transfer student, summarized this view-
point: “Sometimes school isn’t for everybody. If you do two years in school and then realize, ’I’m
done with this institutionalized kind of way...’, then more power to you. I think it’s honestly no
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one else’s business why you chose to drop out.” Nate’s sense that the “institutionalized” arrange-
ment of higher education is not appealing to some, but that those people still should be entitled
to their own decision-making process, conveys an ethos of togetherness rather than symbolic dis-
tance.
This lack of negativity among students with an empathetic approach to boundary-baking
often correlates with high levels of skepticism about the fundamental meaning and value of higher
education. As Mackenzie put it: “I have very like jaded – not jaded, but a very middle ground
take on college and the importance of it. Because I very much believe that... a lot of people are
in college because they have to be, because without a college degree, it’s very hard to have a de-
cent life.” Mackenzie’s sense that a BA is a requirement of American society rather than an op-
tion that people can engage freely dampened her enthusiasm for college. In fact, when I asked
Mackenzie if she enjoys attending college, Mackenzie told me that she “hates school” because,
“people turn their nose up [at those without degrees] when it’s shown in history that brilliant
things are made by the people who haven’t even went past like fourth grade.” Mackenzie’s state-
ment contains a widely-held belief among students with an empathetic approach: the U.S. higher
education system can be oppressive rather than supportive, making college completion feel like a
personal necessity rather than a widely celebrated accomplishment. In this sense, students with
an empathetic boundary-making approach are most aware of the structural dynamics overarch-
ing their postsecondary experiences, while also proving the most “open” group to the individual
priorities and decisions of others.
For Mackenzie, Nate, and other students with an initial empathetic approach, part of what
makes this openness possible is substantial experience with non-linear college trajectories, whether
personally or among close friends and family (notably, most students with an initial empathetic
approach are transfer students, though this changes over time). Nate’s best friend had dropped
out of college and was holding various jobs, while Mackenzie’s father had not completed college.
Rather than serving as motivation for these students to stay on track to BA completion, experi-
encing dropout or stopout firsthand instead activated their sense that a BA is not necessary to
affirm peoples’ self-worth. Accordingly, students in this category shaped college-going trajecto-
ries driven by the recognition that non-collegiate priorities can interfere with linear postsecondary
pathways and that veering off the straight and narrow path is not evidence of personal failing.
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As Kelly, a white transfer student, put it, “I think college is so open ended.... [Y]ou really can’t
control things sometimes – but you always can come back.” The idea that higher education is an
institution that enables students to move in and out as needed is unique among students with an
empathetic approach, reflecting a separation between their sense of self-worth and their status
as college students. However, as with students with other approaches and beliefs, college experi-
ences are likely to interact with their initial tendencies, propelling shifts in directions more or less
aligned with degree completion and upward social mobility.
3.7 The Impact of College Experiences on Boundary-Making Approaches and
College Beliefs
Students’ initial boundary-making approaches convey useful information concerning their college
beliefs, commitments to BA completion, and cultural dispositions. Yet boundary-making is not
static: students’ experiences can lead to shifts in the approaches they take, the nature of their
college beliefs, and their motivations to persist. In this section, I analyze the relationship between
college beliefs, boundary-making approaches, and college experiences over time, evaluating how
students’ particular experiences impact their sense of the meaning and value of college and their
perceptions of dropout.
3.7.1 Boundary-Making Trajectories among Freshmen
Table 3.2 shows the proportion of freshmen (and transfer students) who have experienced various
boundary-making trajectories over the course of the year, with the horizontal axis representing
students’ initial approach in the fall and the vertical axis demonstrating their final approach in
the spring. Accordingly, the percentages along the diagonal represent the proportion of students
with constant trajectories while those on the off-diagonals signify the proportion of students who
have changed categories. As Table 2 conveys, the most movement among freshmen is towards the
empathetic category: 29 percent of freshmen shift from an initial moral or pragmatic standpoint
to a final empathetic standpoint, representing weakened symbolic boundaries between students
and dropouts. A smaller group of students (14 percent of the total) shifts from the pragmatic to
the moral category, signifying strengthened symbolic boundaries. Yet most students maintain
their initial boundary-making approach (54 percent), reflecting constant symbolic boundaries;
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the vast majority of these students remain in the pragmatic category. What is the relationship
between these trajectories and belief-situation (mis)match, and how do they relate to students’
college beliefs, college persistence, and dispositional alignment with upward social mobility?
As anticipated, most students who construct progressively weaker symbolic boundaries be-
tween themselves and dropouts also encounter college experiences that challenge or contradict
their initial belief in the transformative or pragmatic value of higher education, constituting a
belief-situation mismatch. Caroline’s story is emblematic of this trajectory. As a first-generation
freshmen with Haitian heritage, raised with a deep commitment to educational advancement,
Caroline initially spoke about college dropout using severe moral judgment: “[Y]ou quit. Basi-
cally you couldn’t handle it.” Additionally, as with most students with an initial moral approach,
she believed strongly in degree completion as a vehicle to become a different, more valued kind
of person. So, when I asked Caroline what motivated her to complete a degree, she told me, “My
future. ... I want to be set for my future. ... I don’t want to be the one that’s confused; I want to
become the one who people want to work with.” Caroline’s sense that a BA would “set her up”
for the future, as well as her desire to become a valued and appreciated colleague, reflect her be-
lief that college can provide a pathway towards a new and different kind of life than she had expe-
rienced to date.
Yet by the end of her first year, her perspective both on dropout and on the meaning and
value of college had shifted markedly towards a more empathetic stance. In regards to dropout,
she summarized, “[B]efore I thought [dropouts] are just losers and they can’t do what they are
supposed to do. But now I understand, not everyone can stay in college.... I didn’t really know
what being in college was but now I know... you can’t judge a book by its cover.” As Caroline
conveyed, her changed perspective emerged in light of her greater understanding of what it means
to “be in college.” Whereas “being in college” initially constituted a linear and clear-cut trajec-
tory for Caroline, contributing to a strong belief in higher education as a path towards personal
advancement, her reflections at the end of the year suggest a more empathetic response towards
dropout, void of value judgments. This changed perspective connected closely with a similarly
significant shift in Caroline’s beliefs about the value of college, as she told me in our third inter-
view, “Actually I was questioning myself about that. I’m not really too sure anymore.... And now
I’m wondering if I even want to be in college? I feel much more obligated to do it than actually
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wanting to do it because that’s what my parents want.”
In chronicling Caroline’s shifting perspectives between our first and last meetings, a natu-
ral question arises: what happened? Drawing on the second and third wave of Caroline’s inter-
view data, two particular college experiences appeared to destabilize Caroline’s initial sense of a
belief-situation match, in turn shifting her college beliefs and approach towards boundary making
in relation to dropout. First, Caroline’s attempts to navigate the academic curriculum were rife
with unexpected challenges. Specifically, she had not fully appreciated the barriers she would en-
counter in attempting to enter her preferred major, nursing, including an entrance exam, very
high academic standards, and an intensely competitive application process. As she negotiated
these hurdles, her original sense of clarity regarding the pathway she would take to activate the
transformative potential of higher education waned. Second, Caroline received little support or
guidance from academic advisors or professors within her college, as general academic advisors
typically did not know enough about the nursing curriculum to make suggestions and nursing-
specific faculty and advisors preferred not to engage with students until they officially had entered
the nursing program.
In the wake of these challenging experiences, Caroline’s initial belief in the transformative
power of higher education began to diminish. As she told me during our third interview, “[I]n the
end, college is not the only thing your life revolves around. It’s not the only thing in your life,
so as long as you’re happy with yourself, I think that’s pretty successful.” Caroline’s new belief
that being, “happy with yourself,” should serve as a greater priority than college attendance con-
stituted a substantial dispositional shift, providing evidence that challenging structural circum-
stances can provoke unanticipated social-psychological and cultural consequences. However, the
structural barriers Caroline continued to face, and her mounting confusion about an appropriate
field of study, counterbalanced potential dispositional gains and seemed to limit the likelihood of
a smooth and linear path towards college completion.
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Given Caroline’s experience, and those of similar students migrating towards more empa-
thetic approaches towards boundary making, it appears as though a relationship exists between
the validation (or lack thereof) of students’ initial beliefs regarding the college value proposi-
tion, the shift in students’ boundary-making approach, and their alignment with both college
persistence and upward social mobility. Analyzing students’ movement from weaker to stronger
symbolic boundaries confirms this dynamic: among the four freshmen who moved from a prag-
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matic to a moral boundary-making approach, all conveyed the sharpening of symbolic bound-
aries between themselves and dropouts as well as a greater belief that college completion not only
would boost their careers, but also their social identities. For example, whereas Janelsie, a first-
generation freshman of Dominican descent, initially believed that she would use college to build
practical skills, in our third interview she explained she might pursue a major in American Stud-
ies because it would provide her with, “a different mind.... It helps you to get well rounded in a
way... it’s different and it’s good.” This reflection emphasizes Janelsie’s shift towards viewing col-
lege as a pathway towards personal growth and maturation rather than a unidimensional route
towards financial stability.
Examining Janelsie’s experiences over the course of her first year in college, the main mech-
anism driving this transition was her connection with a first-semester professor who bolstered her
confidence in using college to pursue a “well rounded” education. While Janelsie still did not feel
much integrated into the social life of the college by the end of the year, her positive academic
experiences, fueled by the support of her professor, compelled a deeper and more salient sense of
self as a college student and motivated her to persist towards her degree. Janelsie’s experience
conveys an important commonality among most students who moved towards stronger symbolic
boundaries: academic and/or relational successes that boosted students’ sense of dispositional
alignment with the present context and enabled them to form stronger beliefs that finishing a col-
lege degree would open opportunities for personal transformation. Though Janelsie’s shift towards
a more moral boundary-making approach functioned mainly through the academic rather than so-
cial pathway, potentially limiting her development of dispositional traits closely aligned with elite
culture, it also appeared to solidify her likelihood of structural success via degree completion.
Despite the differing endpoints of Caroline and Janelsie’s boundary-making trajectories,
both students’ stories draw attention to the importance of two, particular college experiences in
generating belief-situation match or mismatch: the ability to pursue a desirable field of study and
the ability to receive guidance or mentorship from a member of the college’s faculty or staff. In
reviewing the boundary-making trajectories of other freshmen, these two elements appear numer-
ous times, regardless of students’ initial approach to boundary making. For example, Carlos, a
Honduran student who maintained a pragmatic approach throughout his freshman year, described
the way that clarity about his major enabled social integration and easy access to advising sup-
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port, both important facets of persistence: “I was pretty clear in what I wanted to be my ma-
jor, you know, physics.... So I was pretty often in the Physics Department talking to [my advi-
sor] about what I needed to do and what classes I needed to take and things like that.” Similarly,
Ross, a white student who moved from a moral to an empathetic boundary-making approach over
the course of the year, described his relationship with an assistant registrar as important for keep-
ing him on track: “[The assistant registrar] was just very helpful in getting me acclimated to the
college life I guess. ...And um, you know, she was just helpful with any questions I really had.”
The fact that these positive experiences cut across students’ boundary-making approachesraises
the question of whether it is the interaction between belief and situation, or rather the situation,
in and of itself, that drives student outcomes. In other words, do students’ beliefs have the ability
to compensate for bad experiences or to dampen the positive effects of good experiences? I return
to these questions below.
3.7.2 Incorporating Transfer Students
Adding two-to-four-year transfer students to the analysis of students’ changing boundary-making
approaches and college beliefs introduces greater complexity to the patterns established by the
freshman sample (see Table 2 once again). Whereas 25 percent of the freshman sample begins
and ends the year with a pragmatic boundary-making approach, none of the transfer students do
the same. Instead, nearly 30 percent of transfer students remain in the empathetic category over
the course of the year. In addition, transfer students experience more movement between cate-
gories than freshmen, as fifteen of the total twenty-eight transfer students (54 percent) shift cat-
egories while eleven of the total twenty-eight freshmen (39 percent) do the same. These discrep-
ancies suggest that differences exist between the experiences of transfer students and freshmen,
between the two groups’ perceptions of belief-situation (mis)match, or between both the experi-
ences and perceptions reported by each group.
In regards to college experiences, transfer students in my study typically have encountered
greater structural challenges in four-year college than freshmen, as scholars regularly have found
in existing work (Ciocca Eller 2017; Fink and Jenkins 2017; Monaghan and Attewell 2015). Many
of these challenges emerged from the bureaucratic processes of transferring academic credits, declar-
ing a major, registering for courses, or setting up financial aid, while others result from inade-
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quate academic preparation and insufficient advising support. Fifteen transfer students discussed
at least one major bureaucratic hurdle, eleven discussed serious academic challenges, and thir-
teen commented on insufficient college support; those same numbers for freshmen are four, nine,
and five, respectively. These figures provide clear evidence that freshmen and transfer students
encounter different kinds of college experiences, in part because of insufficient organizational sup-
port for transfer students and in part due to a variety of social, academic, and economic circum-
stances that tend to distinguish the two groups. Certainly, it also might be possible that some
of the differences between transfer students and freshmen emerge due to the discrepancies of en-
tering college as a first-year versus an advanced student. However, separate interview data that I
collected with fifteen students who had begun in each of the colleges as freshmen and progressed
to their third or fourth year suggests that the structural circumstances for transfer students are
unique, even net of advanced status.
Given the greater structural challenges transfer students face in four-year college, it seems
likely that more transfers than freshmen would encounter belief-situation mismatch, challenging
their initially strong beliefs in the transformational or pragmatic qualities of college attendance.
However, examining Table 3, it appears that an equal number of transfer students and freshmen
shift from stronger towards weaker boundaries and in turn, from college beliefs more strongly to
more weakly aligned with transformation. In addition, I find that transfer students, unlike fresh-
men, have a more mixed response to the college challenges they face. Whereas most freshmen
move towards weaker boundary-making approaches and college beliefs in light of such challenges,
some transfer students unexpectedly strengthen both their symbolic boundaries and their col-
lege beliefs as a means of combatting structural obstacles and committing to persistence. In other
words, transfer students appear not only to have different experiences than freshmen, but also to
respond in ways more closely aligned with persistence. This important difference suggests that for
some transfers, beliefs might directly impact their ability to persist.
Danielle, Gabriel, and Tina are representative of this pattern. All three of these students
migrated from an initial pragmatic boundary-making approach to a moral approach in spite of
challenging experiences that contradicted their initial college beliefs. Danielle, a white, Ameri-
can student, struggled to gain access to required courses for her intended major and could not
find adequate academic advising or mental health counseling despite her attempts. Gabriel, a
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first-generation student from Honduras, had to make the difficult decision to leave his presti-
gious scholarship program after experiencing poor treatment from his advisor. And Tina, a first-
generation immigrant to the U.S. from the Dominican Republic, encountered bureaucratic policies
that stifled her desire to enroll in a speech pathology major, as her transfer credits did not count
towards the major as she had anticipated. And yet, all three students strengthened their commit-
ment to college attendance and completion as a path towards personal transformation and the
assertion of higher moral value as compared with dropouts (Nielsen 2015). Danielle explained:
“I didn’t really feel good about [dropout] at the time which is ultimately what made me decide
not to do it. It’s something I consider somewhat shameful. It is not something that needs to hap-
pen.” Danielle’s acknowledgement that dropout would be “shameful” reveals both the creation
of a strong, moral boundary despite her difficulties in college and her use of moral distance from
dropout to maintain her commitment to degree completion.
One of the main reasons why some transfer students are able to use boundaries and beliefs
in this way is their prior negotiation of numerous challenges, whether family-related, academic, fi-
nancial, or moral and emotional, as they have worked to enroll in four-year colleges. Even though
they experience more college-generated obstacles, their past experiences and the the resilience
they have developed in light of those experiences (Lareau 2002) help them to maintain a sense of
moral value in completing a BA, motivating their commitment to persistence. Though freshmen
also face educational difficulties along the path to college, they often pale in comparison to those
navigated by transfers and do not have a large impact on their sense of meaning and value in a
BA. In short, while college experiences in large part dictate the movement students experience
in boundary-making approaches, college beliefs, and commitment to persistence, the additional
factors of students’ family circumstances and past educational trajectories interact with those ex-
periences to inform the more nuanced meanings of their boundary-making trajectories. Focusing
on transfer students helps to reveal these nuances while also suggesting that the resilience trans-
fer students develop while navigating educational challenges may enable them to create belief-
situation match even when encountering situations that pose serious challenges. This capacity
may in turn produce beliefs and dispositions more aligned with persistence and upward social mo-
bility.
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3.8 Boundary-Making Approaches, College Experiences, and Outcomes Two
Years Later
Thus far, I have shown that new majority students enter college with heterogeneous beliefs con-
cerning the meaning and value of college and in turn, heterogeneous approaches to distinguishing
themselves from dropouts. I also have shown that college experiences or “situations” can shift stu-
dents’ beliefs and approaches to boundary making, though in somewhat different ways for fresh-
men and transfer students. It remains unclear, however, whether these shifts directly impact stu-
dents’ outcomes and if so, how. I explore these questions by incorporating students’ administra-
tive records into my analysis. The records indicate that of the56 students in the longitudinal in-
terview sample, 68 percent (eighteen freshmen and ten transfer students) have achieved a GPA of
3.0 or above while 57 percent (nineteen freshmen and thirteen transfer students) have persisted.
In Table 3.3, I contextualize these rates alongside students’ boundary-making trajectories, show-
ing the percentage of students in each category that achieves a GPA of 3.0 or above and the per-
centage that persists.
These tabulations illustrate three important patterns regarding the relationship between
boundary-making approaches and student outcomes. First, students with the highest average ap-
proaches – those who begin and end with a moral approach – persist more frequently than stu-
dents who begin and end in the pragmatic or empathetic categories. Among students with moral-
moral trajectories, like Maheen and Alan, 70 percent persist. This figure compares with 57 per-
cent of students with pragmatic-pragmatic trajectories, like Carlos, and 45 percent of students
with empathetic-empathetic trajectories, like Nate. This finding provides some evidence in sup-
port of a positive relationship between strong symbolic boundaries, transformative college beliefs,
and improved college outcomes. Second, contrary to my initial hypothesis, students who shift to-
wards a weaker boundary-making approach do not achieve lesser GPAs or persist less often than
those who either maintain their initial approach or move towards more pragmatic or moral ap-
proach. Of the eighteen students who move from stronger towards weaker boundary-making ap-
proaches, 72 percent achieve a GPA of 3.0 or above and 72 percent persist. This rate parallels
that of students who maintain a moral approach and exceeds the persistence rate of students who
maintain a pragmatic or empathetic approach. As one concrete example to illustrate this pattern,
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both Caroline and Ross, the two students we met earlier who shift from a moral towards an em-
pathetic approach, persist, whereas Carlos does not. Third, Table 3.3 shows that moving from a
weaker towards a stronger boundary-making approach appears to have a very negative impact on
persistence. Among the ten students with this trajectory, only three persist. Janelsie and Danielle
are two of the persisters, but Gabriel and Tina are not.





Moral 10 total students.








60% with GPAs of
3.0 or above.
80% persistence.
Pragmatic 7 total students.








62.5% with GPAs of
3.0 or above.
62.5% persistence.
Empathetic 3 total students.




73% with GPAs of
3.0 or above.
45% persistence.
In light of the unexpected result in Table 3.3 concerning the direction of students’ boundary-
making trajectories and their outcomes, I turn to basic statistical analysis to provide greater clar-
ity. I first examine bivariate relationships, focusing on the impact of students’ average boundary-
making approach on persistence and college GPA, second on the relationship between college ad-
vising/mentoring support and these outcomes, and third on the connection between students’
commitment and capacity to pursue an intended field of study and the two outcomes. The re-
sults, captured in Table 3.4, convey that students’ average boundary-making approach appears to
directly impact GPA and persistence for freshmen, but not for transfer students. Among fresh-
men, students who possess a more moralistic approach (and therefore, stronger symbolic bound-
aries between themselves and dropouts) achieve GPAs and persistence about 25 percent above av-
erage. However, both freshmen and transfer students receive even larger increases to their GPAs
and persistence if they are able to collect positive college experiences. For both groups, receiving
college support or the opportunity to pursue an intended field of study raises students’ likelihood
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Table 3.4: Bivariate Relationships between College Outcomes and Students’ Boundary-Making
Trajectories, College Support, and Major Field of Study Pursuit
GPA Persistence
Freshmen
Average Boundary-Making Approach 0.262* (0.122) 0.255* (0.122)
College Support 0.294 (0.201) 0.509* (0.185)
Major Pursuit 0.338^ (0.179) 0.405* (0.170)
Transfer Students
Average Boundary-Making Approach -0.138 (0.112) 0.010 (0.129)
College Support 0.333^ (0.188) 0.567** (0.001)
Major Pursuit 0.489* (0.178) 0.411* (0.177)
Notes: Results are produced using linear probability models, standard errors are in parentheses.
^p<0.10, *p<0.05, **p<0.01
Source: MetroU administrative data.
of achieving a 3.0 or higher by between 30 and 40 percent above average and their persistence be-
tween 40 and 57 percent above average. The one exception to this pattern emerges when examin-
ing the impact of college support on GPA for freshmen, where there is no statistical relationship.
However, this finding makes sense based on the weaker tie between college guidance and grades as
compared with major field of study commitment and grades.
These findings establish a helpful baseline for comparing the effects of beliefs, captured in
students’ boundary-making approaches, and college experiences on outcomes. Yet they are ab-
stracted from the context in which students pursue those outcomes and also assume a reality in
which beliefs and experiences do not interact. Table 3.5 therefore produces results that include
control variables and interactive effects. In these models, I combine freshmen and transfer stu-
dents to increase the power of the estimates considering the small sample size, instead includ-
ing an indicator in the model for “transfer” status. Model 1 includes no interactive effects while
Model 2 includes interactions between transfer status and the focal independent variables to test
for differences between freshmen and transfer students. Model 3 incorporates interactions between
college beliefs and experiences, in addition to the interaction between transfer status and average
boundary-making approaches.
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Table 3.5: Multivariate Tests of the Relationship between College Beliefs, Experiences, and Out-
comes
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3




















































































































































































































































Notes: Results are produced using linear probability models, standard errors in parentheses.
^p<0.10, *p<0.05, **p<0.01.
Source: MetroU administrative data.
Model 1 suggests that only college experiences directly impact GPA and persistence, with
the pursuit of students’ intended major increasing their chances of receiving a GPA of 3.0 or above
by 41 percent above average and college support raising their likelihood of persistence by 37 per-
cent above average. However, the inclusion of an interactive effect between students’ boundary-
making approach and transfer status in Models 2 and 3 clarifies the pattern and shows that stu-
dents’ average boundary-making approach differently impacts their GPA, depending on whether
they are freshmen or transfer students. Freshmen receive a 35 percent increase in their likelihood
of achieving a GPA of 3.0 or above as their boundary-making approach shifts to become more
moral. Yet whereas transfer students on average are twice as likely as freshmen to receive a GPA
of 3.0 or above, holding other variables constant, their likelihood decreases by about 50 percent as
their average boundary-making approach becomes more moral.
Based on my interviews, two interpretations for this pattern seem likely. Among those fresh-
men who shift from a pragmatic to a moral boundary-making approach, students appear to use
their strengthened beliefs regarding the moral failings of dropout to focus more intensively on
their studies. For example, Janelsie increasingly spoke about using time between classes to fin-
ish homework and to prepare for her next class as the year went on. In contrast, transfer students
do not appear to use their strong beliefs as actively to increase their academic effort, whether be-
cause of competing, non-academic commitments or because of the challenges posed by inadequate
academic preparation. Despite Tina’s increasing disdain for dropouts and dedication to college as
a source of personal transformation, for example, she failed two classes during her first semester
due to a heavy work schedule outside of school and under-appreciation of one professor’s warning
regarding her high likelihood of failure. Tina’s story, and those of other students like her, suggest
that through transfer students may use their college beliefs to maintain a commitment to persis-
tence, they are not always able to translate those beliefs into actions supportive of persistence,
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such as academic achievement.
Two additional findings based on Table 3.5 include limited evidence for a direct relation-
ship between students’ average boundary-making approach and persistence, net of controls, and
the limited evidence for interactive effects between boundary-making approach and college ex-
periences. Whereas the bivariate results in Table 3.4 indicate that a statistical relationship may
exist between the average boundary-making approach of freshmen and persistence, this effect is
statistically equivalent to zero once I add controls to the models. Instead, other factors, includ-
ing underrepresented minority status, parents’ educational backgrounds, the presence of family
guidance and support, and the absence of significant outside demands on students’ time, are more
important contributors to persistence. In addition, Models 1 and 2 in Table 3.5 show that college
support also has a direct, positive impact on persistence. In Model 3, however, that effect dimin-
ishes in the presence of interactions between college experiences and average boundary-making
approach. None of these interactive effects reaches the level of statistical significance, either in the
GPA or the persistence model.27
It is tempting to interpret these findings as evidence that interactions between college be-
liefs and experiences are not important predictors of outcomes. However, a more accurate in-
terpretation likely is that students’ beliefs and experiences modify one another in potentially
meaningful ways that a small data set cannot fully capture. For some students, as we saw with
Danielle, beliefs about the value of college might help to counterbalance negative experiences
and enable persistence, while for others, like Tina, negative experiences might overtake even the
strongest beliefs, leading to breaks in students’ college attendance. Based on transfer students’
narratives, it seems likely that certain contextual factors, such as whether or not students have
had past experiences with major bureaucratic challenges, are important determinants of which
pattern occurs. It also is valuable to keep in mind that students collect other types of beliefs dur-
ing their college-going journeys than those which I have captured here, such as beliefs about aca-
demic ability (Nunn 2014) or about their “fit” with college life (Armstrong and Hamilton 2013).
In addition, many other interactive factors are worth exploring, such as students’ friendship net-
works, financial circumstances, and even mental health, to examine the extent how and to what
27Due to the small sample size, I also generate this model without covariates to increase its efficiency, but the
results stay largely the same.
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extent students’ beliefs can facilitate college outcomes aligned with upward mobility.
3.9 Discussion: College Beliefs and the American Narrative on Upward Social
Mobility via Higher Education
In this paper, I have drawn on longitudinal interview data, administrative records, and Lamont
and Molnár’s (2002) concept of symbolic boundaries to study the relationship between new ma-
jority students’ beliefs, experiences, and college outcomes. I arrive at three primary conclusions.
First, new majority students in my sample possess heterogeneous beliefs about the meaning and
value of college, some more aligned with positive educational outcomes and the possibility of up-
ward social mobility than others. Second, a moral approach to boundary-making together with
transformative college beliefs increase the expected, cumulative GPAs of freshmen, but not of
transfer students. Instead, two particular college experiences, the ability to choose and pursue a
desired major and the ability to gain adequate college support, are more positively related to high
GPA and persistence for transfers than are moral boundaries and transformative beliefs, which in
fact are negatively related to cumulative GPA. Third, despite somewhat opaque regression find-
ings regarding the interactive relationship between college beliefs and college experiences on GPA
or persistence, my interview data suggest that these interactions occur and are meaningful, even if
not directly predictive of students’ outcomes.
Like many elite students, new majority students with a moral boundary-making approach
between themselves and dropouts believe in college as a potentially transformative experience
that will align them with upward economic and social mobility. As such, they focus most effort
on their academics, believing that this focus will enable them to achieve their goals. In some re-
spects, these students are correct: intensive academic effort elevates the chances that students will
achieve high enough grades to complete their degrees. However, in focusing almost exclusively on
academics, students with a moral approach rarely pursue the extracurricular experiences, friend-
ship ties, or other outside-the-classroom learning that solidifies the college experience as “trans-
formative.” This misunderstanding of the social dimension of the college experience, combined
with fewer opportunities to explore this dimension due to the constraints of attending mainly-
commuter colleges, lessens these students’ ability to develop the cultural capital most valued by
the dominant, elite culture.
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Students with a pragmatic boundary-making approach, in contrast, are more open to the
social dimensions of the college experience, especially when paired with a professional focus. How-
ever, their very practical beliefs about the relationship between college attendance and economic
stability often limit their aspirations, or desire, for personal transformation through college. The
dominance of economic concerns in these students’ beliefs also increase the risk that they will
leave college if presented with the “right” economic opportunity. Meanwhile, many students who
begin with an empathetic boundary-making approach already have experienced gaps in their
college-going trajectories, potentially increasing their skepticism over the college value proposi-
tion. Ironically, however, these students’ more open, non-judgmental viewpoints on dropout are
quite resonant with the openness characteristic of dominant, elite culture, potentially creating
space for the development of elite cultural capital among students with an empathetic approach.
That said, these students’ lack of conviction in the social and cultural value of a college degree
potentially limits their capacity to ultimately receive that degree.
New majority students’ beliefs about college and boundary-making approaches matter not
just because they seem to create dispositional similarities and differences between new major-
ity and elite students, but also because these beliefs and boundary-making approaches impact
students’ measurable outcomes. For freshmen, students with a higher (e.g. more moral), aver-
age boundary-making approach can expect to achieve GPAs of 3.0 or above at a rate 37 percent
higher than the average rate of 68 percent. For transfer students, a higher average boundary-
making approach in fact lowers the chances of achieving a GPA of 3.0 or above, cutting the in-
creased likelihood of high GPAs enabled by their transfer status in half. One potential explana-
tion for this discrepancy is the different ways in which freshmen and transfer students seem to
use their symbolic boundaries and beliefs. Among freshmen, students who shift from a more em-
pathetic to a more moral boundary-making approach also appear to increase their academic ef-
fort, as discussed above. However, transfer students do not typically take this tact, instead using
a more moral boundary-making approach as a defense mechanism when encountering challenging
college experiences, especially pertaining to academics. Future research should investigate the set
of conditions that allow some students to translate beliefs into actions while leaving others with
strong, poignant beliefs but limited capacity to act.
Of course, another important difference between freshmen and transfer students is struc-
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tural. Transfer students tend to encounter greater structural challenges than freshmen, whether
at the point of college orientation, within the classroom, or due to more competing, non-school
priorities. Perhaps for this reason, concrete college experiences are more directly linked with pos-
itive college outcomes for transfer students than are their beliefs. Transfer students’ capacity to
choose and pursue a major field of study increases their cumulative GPAs, while their ability to
find personalized support increases their chances of persistence, net of college beliefs. These rela-
tionships also are present for freshmen, though they are accompanied by the positive relationship
between boundary-making and college GPA. More broadly, the regression results also suggest that
student characteristics such as underrepresented-minority and first-generation status, as well as
students’ capacity to receive family guidance and support, significantly impact student outcomes,
regardless of their college beliefs, experiences, or their transfer status. Collectively, these results
show that structural conditions meaningfully contribute to students’ college trajectories.
It would be unwise, however, to ignore the important interactions between structural con-
ditions and cultural beliefs in shaping students’ outcomes. My interview-based has shown that for
some students, especially freshmen, college experiences provoke changes in students’ beliefs con-
cerning the college value proposition, as students are more or less willing to embrace the trans-
formational potential of college depending on their ability to select and pursue a major or receive
adequate mentoring and support. The same applies for transfer students, yet, as discussed, their
beliefs sometimes shift to become more transformative despite college challenges. This study has
not focused on the mechanisms determining whether beliefs are helpful or harmful to student per-
sistence, but has raised the issue as an important one for future research. This study also has sug-
gested that even if a more limited relationship exists between college beliefs and GPA or persis-
tence, college beliefs still powerfully shape students’ capacity to develop dispositional traits and
pursue college experiences that resonate with those of the dominant culture. Accordingly, beliefs
are an important element of new majority students’ ability to use college attendance to achieve
upward social mobility.
In this way, beliefs also have the capacity to stratify new majority students. If achieving a
BA exists in many students’ minds as a moral endeavor aligned with American ideals of upward
social mobility and personal success, then “downgrading” one’s original commitment to upward
mobility via BA completion serves as an act of deviance accompanied by shame, stigmatization,
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and lower social status (Lamont 1992, 2009). Though a much higher proportion of students today
pursue jagged paths towards higher degrees, perhaps lessening the stigma around such paths, the
data from this study suggest that students attribute higher moral and practical worth to those
who “stay on track” and complete their degrees with little disruption. Even among transfer stu-
dents who already have experienced circuitous journeys to enter four-year colleges, speedy and
efficient BA completion is often the stated preference and a sign of one’s ability to live out the
American Dream. Students who are less committed to upward social mobility, or whose expe-
riences have caused them to lose faith in that logic, often wind up in disadvantaged positions,
whether due to actual gaps in postsecondary progress or to lack of alignment with dominant,
American values and experiences highly sought after in the labor market (e.g. Binder et al. 2016;
Rivera 2012, 2016). In this way, new majority students’ college beliefs, and the college experiences
they construct in light of those beliefs, have the power to privilege some new majority students
while disadvantaging others.
Arriving at these conclusions likely would not have been possible without interviewing stu-
dents longitudinally, over the course of their first year in four-year college. One of the critiques
of interview-based research is its inability to adequately situate individual narratives in context,
leading to insufficient or incorrect theorization of the link between verbal accounts and actual be-
havior (Jerolmack and Khan 2014). However, by interviewing the same individuals over time, it
is possible to observe how narratives shape future action while also contextualizing individual tra-
jectories within multiple, salient contexts, depending on the moment in time. Other sociologists
of education have taken this approach to arrive at important conclusions regarding the relation-
ship between social class, institutional priorities, and student outcomes (Armstrong and Hamilton
2013) as well as the moral dimensions of maintaining high aspirations for educational achievement
(Nielsen 2015). The current study builds on this methodological strategy and advances it by ad-
ditionally connecting students with their administrative data as a means of connecting narratives
with recorded academic outcomes, providing a clearer understanding of the direct relationship
between experiences and outcomes and compared with the more indirect relationship between be-
liefs and outcomes.
Though this study has taken a comprehensive approach to time, two dimensions of inquiry
require further exploration. First, students’ postsecondary experiences take place in particular,
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collegiate contexts. This paper has not emphasized the organizational impacts of particular col-
leges in favor of “establishing the phenomenon” (Merton 1978) whereby students’ boundary-making
approach can provide valuable insight into their college beliefs, first-year experiences, and align-
ment with upward social mobility. Future work should investigate the role of specific colleges in
shifting students’ boundary-making approach, analyzing whether particular collegiate policies and
practices lead to the solidification or degradation of existing boundary-making approaches and
college beliefs as well as to experiences that develop student dispositions aligned with social and
economic advancement.
Second, this study has focused on the most common patterns of movement between boundary-
making approaches and the meaning of this movement for students’ likelihood of college dropout.
That said, outliers exist. Students who strengthen their belief in the transformative potential of
higher education in response to college-generated obstacles are one type of outlier, while another
category might include students who experience weakened symbolic boundaries but encounter few
challenges. For example, Sarika, a Bangladeshi-American freshman who shifted from a pragmatic
to an empathetic boundary-making approach over the course of the year, did not experience the
same kind of negative personal or educational experiences as she changed categories. Instead,
her migration towards weaker symbolic boundaries reflected broadening perspectives on college
trajectories resulting from her classroom experiences involving older, returning students. Future
research should explore why and how shifts towards weaker symbolic boundaries still can main-
tain students’ alignment with BA completion and dispositional traits aligned with upward social
mobility. It also should identify additional outlying patterns that can deepen the field’s under-
standing of how meaning-making surrounding dropout, together with students’ college beliefs, can
provide insight into student outcomes and social stratification more broadly.
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3.A Appendix Tables



























Annie No White/Albanian Pragmatic Pragmatic Below 3.0 Not enrolled; no
degree




Carlos No Latino/Honduran Pragmatic Pragmatic Below 3.0 Not enrolled; no
degree








Christian No Latino/Mexican Empathetic Empathetic Below 3.0 Not enrolled; no
degree




Ember No Black/Dominican Pragmatic Empathetic Below 3.0 Not enrolled; no
degree
















Horatio No Latino/Nicaraguan Pragmatic Pragmatic Below 3.0 Not enrolled; no
degree
Jacob Yes Black/Trinidadian Pragmatic Moral Below 3.0 Enrolled in different,
similar quality
college
Janelsie No Latino/Dominican Pragmatic Moral Below 3.0 Enrolled in same
college




Lisa Yes White/Polish Pragmatic Moral Below 3.0 Not enrolled; no
degree









Phoebe No Asian/Chinese Moral Moral Below 3.0 Enrolled in different,
similar quality
college
Richard No Asian/Vietnamese Pragmatic Empathetic Below 3.0 Enrolled in same
college
Ross Yes White/American Moral Empathetic Below 3.0 Enrolled in same
college



















Alan Yes Black/American Moral Moral Below 3.0 Not enrolled; no
degree
Anya Yes Asian/Pakistani Moral Pragmatic Below 3.0 Not enrolled; earned
a BA
Amina No Black/Gambian Moral Moral Below 3.0 Not enrolled; no
degree














Pragmatic Empathetic Below 3.0 Enrolled in same
college










Gabriel No Latino/Ecuadorian Pragmatic Moral Below 3.0 Enrolled in same
college
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George Yes White/American Moral Moral Below 3.0 Not enrolled; earned
a BA
Guy No Black/American Moral Empathetic Below 3.0 Not enrolled; no
degree
Gregory No Black/Grenadian Moral Moral Below 3.0 Not enrolled; no
degree
Karim No Black/Grenadian Empathetic Empathetic Below 3.0 Not enrolled; no
degree









Kiana No Black/Jamaican Empathetic Empathetic Below 3.0 Enrolled in same
college




Luke No White/American Moral Pragmatic Below 3.0 Enrolled in
certificate program;
earned a BA




Mark Yes White/American Empathetic Pragmatic Below 3.0 Enrolled in same
college










































Persistence 0.57 0.68 0.46 Admin




1.99 2.07 1.91 Int.
Chose and could pursue major 0.59 0.54 0.64 Int.
Adequate college support 0.66 0.68 0.64 Int.
Underrepresented minority
student
0.52 0.46 0.57 Admin.
Parents had some college or
more
0.29 0.25 0.31 Int.
Low pre-college GPA 0.50 0.46 0.54 Admin.
Undeclared major 0.20 0.39 0.00 Admin.
Transfer student 0.50 0 1 Admin.
Substantial challenges, year 1 0.39 0.39 0.39 Int.
Substantial non-college
demands on time
0.41 0.29 0.54 Int.
Family support 0.86 0.79 0.93 Int.
Family guidance 0.46 0.43 0.50 Int.
Guidance outside of college or
family
0.20 0.21 0.18 Int.
Attend College 1 0.34 0.36 0.32 Admin
Attend College 2 0.32 0.32 0.32 Admin
Attend College 3 0.34 0.32 0.36 Admin
Notes: “Int” indicates source of data is interview data; “Admin” indicates it is the administrative data.
Transfer students have “0.00” as the mean for undeclared due to financial aid policies requiring major
declaration.
Sources: Author’s interview data and Metropolitan University administrative data.
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Conclusion: Contributions and Reflections for Future Work
How do public colleges and universities in the United States shape inequality in students’
experiences and outcomes? At a historical moment where more students are entering higher
education than ever before, and when students of color and low-income students have made
significant strides in bridging the attendance gap as compared with white and higher-income
students, understanding the remaining sources of inequality in students’ postsecondary pathways
and outcomes is particularly important. This dissertation has taken up the charge by focusing on
a large, urban, public university system in the United States, Metropolitan University (or
MetroU), which shares many of the same characteristics as those colleges attended by the vast
majority of four-year college enrollees, especially among traditionally underrepresented students
whether by race or income. Like four-year colleges attended by the majority of enrollees, its
student population represents commuters from diverse backgrounds. It also is less selective than
elite private or most public flagship colleges and it is tied to state and federal norms, regulations,
and funding structures due to its public status. The MetroU system accordingly constitutes an
ideal context in which to study “new majority” students, or commuting students attending public,
non-elite colleges and universities.
The three papers in this dissertation take substantially different theoretical and
methodological approaches to understanding inequality in the experiences and outcomes of new
majority students. The first paper draws on a rich, longitudinal store of MetroU administrative
data to define college effects both for the average student and for specific racial and economic
groups. In the process, it provides evidence that the current accountability regime in U.S. higher
education does little to convey colleges’ unique contribution to student BA completion outcomes,
in turn obscuring the production of inequality in these outcomes. This evidence drives my
argument that higher education organizations today exist as “superficially coupled systems,” in
which colleges and universities closely oversee their technical outputs (e.g. BA completion rates)
but where that oversight in fact conveys little about college performance or effectiveness – either
on average or for specific student sub-groups. The second paper follows directly from the first,
exploring the structural, compositional, and curricular characteristics of colleges most highly
correlated with college effectiveness using both MetroU administrative data and IPEDS data.
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Beyond identifying and testing 46 different characteristics given findings in the existing literature,
this paper shows that malleable characteristics, such as curricular pathways and progress, may
serve as important contributors to effectiveness, providing insight into possible policy levers for
college improvement. Paper 2 also suggests that some characteristics are more connected to
effectiveness for URM or low-income students than for the average student, providing guidance
concerning the areas to which policy makers and administrators should pay particularly attention
in order to improve outcomes for these traditionally underrepresented and underserved groups.
Finally, the third paper turns to examine the student side of the equation more centrally, defining
belief-boundary pairings as an important, socio-cultural aspect of students’ college trajectories.
Built on longitudinal interview data with 56 students, in conjunction with paired MetroU
administrative data records, the findings in this paper suggest that students’ structural
experiences are more directly related to college outcomes than are their beliefs and boundaries.
However, these structural and cultural dimensions ultimately act concert to produce students’
commitment to ongoing persistence, producing greater alignment with BA completion for some
students than for others.
Despite the diversity of the approaches and findings represented by these three paper, a
number of common, conceptual threads run throughout all of them. Some of these threads
include a focus on the powerful, cultural logics of American individualism and meritocracy, on
disconnects between public or “mainstream” understandings of college impacts and the empirical
realities experienced by MetroU students, and on interactions between institutional culture,
organizational structure, and individual agency. Perhaps the most important of these threads,
however, is a view of higher education organizations as agentic participants in the production of
student experiences and outcomes. Though the majority of the variation in college outcomes
results from students’ individual attributes and pre-college experiences, in the order of 70 percent,
these papers show that colleges have a substantial, independent impact on the remaining 30
percent. This organizational impact results in significant between-college inequality in student
outcomes, as some MetroU colleges increase the average student’s odds of BA completion by
upwards of 40 percent, while others diminish students’ odds of completion by over 80 percent. It
also results in unequal odds of BA completion by race and family income, both between and
within colleges, as some colleges advantage already-advantaged racial and economic groups, such
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as College 2, while other colleges, like Colleges 4 and 9, produce more positive than expected BA
outcomes for some underrepresented minority (i.e. black) students, while seriously diminishing
the odds of completion for other (i.e. Hispanic) students. In fact, only College 6 consistently
raises the odds of BA completion for all student groups, contributing both to improved and more
equitable student outcomes given their pre-college characteristics and the selection process into
college.
Given the success of College 6 in elevating students’ BA completion rates, it is instructive
to examine this college in the context of insights developed in the second and third dissertation
papers. As Paper 2 conveys, College 6 is unique in that it is larger than average, has low
uniformity of the pre-college GPA distribution, a relatively low ratio of the proportion of
same-race administrators to students (regardless of race), below-average remedial course-taking,
extremely low participation in SEM fields, and high success in major re-declaration after
switching out of a CIS field. College 6 also has a highly structured curriculum, with a very low
number of majors declared among students after the first academic year, as well as low
expenditures on student services and a low ratio of full-time faculty to students. These latter two
findings are somewhat puzzling, but they may represent a byproduct of curricular structure. With
a relatively narrow curricular structure firmly in place, students may require less extensive,
individualized support in order to make sound course-taking decisions and to excel in those
courses. For example, since most peers likely are concentrated in similar courses, they potentially
can provide peer-to-peer support in the case of shared academic struggles. In addition, a more
structured (and perhaps more standardized) curriculum suggests that variability in teaching
quality, for which the full-time faculty to student ratio proxies, may prove less detrimental to
students’ outcomes. It also could be the case that the areas of study on which College 6 focuses
lend themselves to teaching by adjunct practitioners rather than full-time faculty members,
making the lower ratio of full-time faculty to students helpful, rather than harmful, to students’
BA completion outcomes.
Though College 6 is not one of the colleges on which the interview study discussed in Paper
3 focuses, the findings from Paper 3 suggest a number of informed hypotheses concerning the
interactions between students’ beliefs concerning the meaning and value of college, the symbolic
boundaries students construct to differentiate themselves from dropouts, and the college
210
experiences students encounter. First, it is likely that students on average enter College 6 with
transformative or practical, rather than skeptical, beliefs concerning the college value proposition,
as well as moral and pragmatic, rather than empathetic, approaches to boundary making in
relation to college dropout. These belief-boundary pairings should increase students’ initial
commitment to BA completion, helping to drive academic progress. At the same time, students in
College 6 should encounter fewer experiences that weaken their initial beliefs and boundaries,
both because of greater clarity surrounding, and a heightened capacity to pursue, desirable
academic pathways, as well as more effective support and guidance from college faculty members
and advisors. Given that College 6 is characterized by students’ concentration in a small number
of fields of study, it seems likely that students’ pathways into these fields would be clearer and
less burdensome.28 While College 6 spends less on student support and services, this low level of
spending does not necessarily correlate with the helpfulness or effectiveness of the support that is
received; in fact, the results from College 6 suggest quite the opposite. Future research should
examine this relationship between spending on students and the effectiveness of guidance and
support in greater depth.
Beyond producing findings directly in regards to the Metropolitan University system, I also
develop a number of methodological and theoretical concepts that may prove useful in future
sociological scholarship focused on higher education and in the discipline more broadly through
this work. First, the dissertation provides a template for using triangulated data sources,
analytical strategies, and theoretical frameworks to take up a core sociological question. In doing
so, it responds to Stevens and co-authors’ (2008) call to create a more “intellectually coherent”
approach to the study of higher education and also advances Sampson’s (2012) concept of
“contextual causality,” or the idea that no, one data source or method can convey the richness of
causal processes that drive social phenomena. By producing scholarship with this principle in
mind, I show that a wider array of insights into the drivers of puzzling social facts emerges than
would be produced by relying on one data source, method, or theoretical perspective, alone.
Second, it develops two new theoretical concepts, superficially coupled systems and
28The dynamics surrounding greater student clarity about major field of study in College 6 suggests that certain
selection processes may contribute to the very positive college effect found in College 6. However, it is important to
recall that the college effects in Paper 1 very explicitly model and account the college application process, in large
part removing this possibility.
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belief-boundary pairings, that can and should be pursued in future scholarship. Future work on
superficially coupled systems in the higher education sector should examine in the technical work
of college leaders and administrators in greater depth. Specifically, it should analyze the extent to
which these college bureaucrats are knowledgeable about their organizations’ production of
unequal outcomes and invested in an accountability regime that enables colleges and universities
to obscure that inequality. The idea of superficially coupled systems also should be examined in
other social sectors, such as health care, government, and others, where institutionalized
legitimacy standards, combined with entrenched organizational structures, practices, and
interests, likely conceal inequality in individual outcomes. In addition, future research on
belief-boundary pairings might examine whether the qualitative dimension of these structures
differ among students attending different kinds of colleges, such as elite four-year or two-year
colleges, in light of the kinds of post-college opportunities these different higher education settings
make available. Recent scholarship has suggested that symbolic boundaries between students
become more and more fine-grained as one moves up the status hierarchy (Binder and Abel
2018), yet there is more work to be done pertaining to the origins of students beliefs and
boundaries and how they serve students during and after college. The framework of beliefs and
boundaries also might be pursued in other contexts central to individual identity processes, such
as the neighborhoods, the labor market, or the family.
Third, this dissertation suggests a number of new organizational dimensions scholars and
policy makers might explore to understand college-level variation in the production of student
outcomes – both in terms of BA completion and other, important outcomes such as post-college
employment and earnings, family formation and stability, and participation in the life of
communities and civil society. For example, this project shows that the breadth of a college’s
pre-college GPA distribution is more important than the mean level of GPA, especially in colleges
with a strong concentration of students with low pre-college academic achievement. This finding
turns attention towards a statistical dimension, variation, that tends to be less analyzed than a
more common dimension, the mean tendency. As a second example, this dissertation provides
sound evidence that the trajectories of students who declare initial SEM and CIS majors are more
highly associated with college effectiveness than the isolated, initial act of major declaration,
alone. This finding demonstrates the usefulness of incorporating a sense of process and time into
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the analysis of dynamic social processes: often a difficult endeavor given data constraints and
demands, but also a sound strategy for producing clearer and more accurate understandings of
social contexts. More broadly, the actionable quality of many of the findings discussed in Paper 2,
in particular, lend important support to the use of data-driven strategies for college improvement,
especially if developed and employed with the mutually-held goal of creating more positive
outcomes for all students.
Though the findings reported in this dissertation are extensive, they should be understood
as a starting point for future work focused on the experiences and outcomes of new majority
students rather than definitive conclusions. MetroU is a large and richly diverse higher education
system, with many characteristics in common with the public, less-selective colleges attended by
the vast majority of four-year enrollees. Yet it also is bound by its distinction as an urban system
located in a particular city with its own, unique history and challenges, making the potential for
generalization a question rather than a fact. In the spirit of a more intellectually coherent
sociology of higher education, it is my hope that this dissertation may inform future studies that
draw together multiple data sources and theoretical lenses in search of identifying and remedying
inequality in higher education experiences and outcomes. The best of these studies will look
across sub-fields, and even across intellectual disciplines, to create scholarly insights capable of
propelling meaningful and longstanding changes for students, especially those traditionally
underrepresented and underserved by America’s colleges and universities.
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